The University of Southern Mississippi

The Aquila Digital Community
Master's Theses
Summer 8-1-2015

An Ethnography of Taste: Craft Beer Culture in Hattiesburg
Yingkun Hou
University of Southern Mississippi

Follow this and additional works at: https://aquila.usm.edu/masters_theses
Part of the Other Sociology Commons, Social and Cultural Anthropology Commons, and the Sociology
of Culture Commons

Recommended Citation
Hou, Yingkun, "An Ethnography of Taste: Craft Beer Culture in Hattiesburg" (2015). Master's Theses. 131.
https://aquila.usm.edu/masters_theses/131

This Masters Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by The Aquila Digital Community. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of The Aquila Digital Community. For
more information, please contact Joshua.Cromwell@usm.edu.

The University of Southern Mississippi

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF TASTE: CRAFT BEER CULTURE IN HATTIESBURG

by
Yingkun Hou

A Thesis
Submitted to the Graduate School
of The University of Southern Mississippi
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of Master of Science

Approved:

____________________________________
Dr. Jeffrey C. Kaufmann, Committee Chair
Professor, Anthropology and Sociology
____________________________________
Dr. Bridget A. Hayden, Committee Member
Associate Professor, Anthropology and Sociology
____________________________________
Dr. John C. Meyer, Committee Member
Professor, Communication Studies
____________________________________
Dr. Karen S. Coats
Dean of the Graduate School

August 2015

ABSTRACT
AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF TASTE: CRAFT BEER CULTURE IN HATTIESBURG
by Yingkun Hou
August 2015
This thesis studies the craft beer culture in Hattiesburg in order to answer the
research question: Is taste what draws people to this culture? Beyond conducting classic
participant-observation, I deployed the method of sensory activated participantobservation in my fieldwork. In so doing, this research centers the perspective and the
data collected on the senses, especially the taste of craft beer. The purpose of this
research is to add to our knowledge of the anthropology of the senses and contribute to
the literature on the anthropology of taste.

ii

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I would like to express my very great appreciation to my advisor, Dr. Jeffrey
Kaufmann, for his guidance, encouragement, and advice of this research work. Advice
given by Dr. Bridget Hayden and Dr. John Meyer has been a great help in the process of
writing this thesis.
I would also like to express my gratitude to John Neal for his support of this
project. My special thanks are extended to the Southern Prohibition Brewery, the
Hattiesburg Beer Club, and the Department of Anthropology and Sociology.
Finally, I wish to thank my family and friends for their support throughout my
study.

iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT........................................................................................................................ ii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ................................................................................................. iii
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS .............................................................................................. v
CHAPTER
I.

INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................... 1
Vocabulary
Coming to Anthropology
Discovering Craft beer
The Taste of Craft beer and the Anthropology of the Senses

II.

LITERATURE REVIEW ......................................................................... 23
On Taste
Sensuous Scholarship
Toward the Anthropology of Taste

III.

METHODOLOGY ................................................................................... 39
Sensory Ethnography: Beyond Classic Participant ObservationTheoretical Concerns
Sensory Activated Participation
From a Sensorial Ethnography to an Ethnography of Taste

IV.

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF TASTE .......................................................... 53
Encountering Taste
Entering the Field: Knowing People vs. Knowing Craft Beer
Tasting Craft Beer

V.

CONCLUSION ......................................................................................... 86
Taste and Craft beer Culture
Conclusion

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 101
APPENDIX ..................................................................................................................... 111
iv

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS
1.

Drought Beer..............................................................................................................12

2.

A Corner in A Supermarket That Is Full of Craft Beers............................................12

3.

An Umbrella Outside of K&B...................................................................................57

4.

Front Yard of K&B....................................................................................................57

5.

A Flight of Beer for My “Beer 101”..........................................................................61

6.

The Wooden Door......................................................................................................62

7.

Logo of K&B.............................................................................................................63

8.

Tabs of Craft Beer at the Left Side of the Bar...........................................................64

9.

A Decorated Wall inside of the Bar...........................................................................64

v

1
CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Craft beer culture has been brewed for years in Hattiesburg. As a former wine
taster, I was excited to find out that the taste of craft beer was a very important factor in
this culture. There are many other factors that make craft beer a vibrant culture in the
town, however, the taste of craft beer is not only essential in attracting people into the
culture but also central in keeping people passionate about it. This thesis is an exploration
of this matter: among all the factors that attract people to the craft beer culture, is taste
what draws them? If so, then what role does taste play in this culture?
In this chapter, I will orient the reader toward several facets of the topic of taste in
this thesis. First, I will give a brief biography of my background, especially my expertise
in tasting. This will help the reader to understand my connection with alcoholic beverage
tasting and how it may help me develop a unique perspective on this topic. Secondly, I
will introduce briefly some of the keywords in the research question: craft beer and taste
respectively, and then the taste of craft beer. Thus this introduction is divided into two
sections: my personal experience of coming to this topic and a brief map of the taste of
craft beer.
Before moving to my personal experiences with taste, I want to specify some key
terms I will be using in this thesis to prepare the reader for reading it.
Vocabulary
Craft beer. To simplify the matter, I assume anything that is considered a craft
beer by the enthusiasts is a craft beer (compare to ordinary beer). For a brief discussion

2
of the craft beer industry, please see page 16. There will be a more elaborate discussion in
later chapters.
Craft beer enthusiast(s). Anyone who recognizes the differences between craft
beer and ordinary beer, is able to appreciate craft beer, and consumes it regularly. Their
level of enthusiasm for and involvement in craft beer may vary.
Domestic beer. Also see Ordinary beer. Sometimes enthusiasts use this term to
mean ordinary beer.
Enthusiasts. People who are particularly interested in one particular thing (e.g.
food, wine, or craft beer). They will willingly spend more money, time, and effort to
experience more in this certain subject.
Ordinary beer. A type of beer that is produced by national brewing companies
(e.g. Budweiser and Miller). In this thesis, I use the word sometimes loosely to refer to
beers that are cheaper and less flavorful in comparison to craft beer.
Normal beer: See ordinary beer.
Taste. As for the literal meaning of taste, I follow the definition from Eating
Culture: An Anthropological Guide to Food: “this encompasses the physiologic
responses of our olfactory and gustatory senses, and the cultural and social refinement of
taste to assert difference” (2013:284).
Coming to Anthropology
Ones personal experiences are inevitably brought into field research. As compared
to other scholars, anthropologists are not only aware of this fact but also take advantage
of it. Sometimes personal experiences barricade researchers from understanding a
different culture; other times they are sharp tools to crack the code of a culture, especially
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when that culture resonates with the researchers’ personal experiences. Thus it is
necessary to state in the beginning of this thesis, how my experiences had lead me to this
research topic. I am a student of cultural anthropology at present. Meanwhile, I am
Chinese, female, with a bachelor degree in Engineering, and experienced in wine tasting
as well as an entrepreneurship. When people get to know me more, they always become
curious about the reason I left a promising position in a Chinese metropolis and came to
cultural anthropology. At first glance my decision of changing profession makes little
sense: Why would someone who majored in science for years give that up and
completely change field to anthropology? The answer resides in my experiences and the
perspectives my experiences gave me. Here is the brief background story.
After graduating with bachelor degrees in both Viticulture and Enology and
English, I was an entrepreneur focusing on wine consulting (including tasting wines,
advising business decisions regarding wine, and giving educational lectures about wine)
in China. I very much enjoyed exploring wine culture and communicating with people
from different cultures through wine. Gradually, the interest of different cultures urged
me to pursue something more than merely associating with people from other cultures.
Instead of making contact with other cultures, I aspired to be completely immersed in an
entirely different culture. Moreover, my father’s experiences with other cultures had a
lasting affect on me.
My Father’s Influence and My Early Experiences with Different Cultures
My father planted in my heart the first seed of exploring other cultures. His
experience transferred to me and opened up another world for me than what most parents
could offer their youth in China at that time. Before sharing my experience, I would also
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like to share some of my father’s experiences. Though our paths in life are very different,
I have internalized and am continuing his curiosity for the world. Hopefully, the reader
will also understand China better from the experiences of two individuals of different
generations.
My father was staying in Russia for some time in the early 1990s. He was there on
a mission for a government project after his service in the military. After only a decade of
the Open-up Policy (implemented since 1979) in China, the majority of the society was
still following the routine: working on an assigned job since the day they graduated. Very
few people had been to other countries. What my father did was extraordinary to most of
the people back home.
Even though my father is very well-cultured later, he grew up in a poor village in
Henan Province where one of the oldest civilizations started—the Yellow River
Civilization. After joining the military, he completed his college degree in Russian
(language) in a Military Academy. He then travelled to the distant eastern part of China
on a mission. There, in a northeast city, he met my mother. When I was two years old,
my father was demobilized as a civilian to serve in the city government, and then sent to
Russia in 1991, right after the dissolution of the Soviet Union.
Most of my father’s experiences in life intrigued me greatly when I was little. The
culture from his hometown was completely different from my natal city Dalian. When he
served in the army, he traveled through many different parts of China. He was very
intelligent and observant. Thus whenever he told us about his experiences, the stories
were always vivid. Among all of these stories he told, the expatriate life was quite
legendary to people back home, especially me. I have been listening to his narrative of
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being an expatriate since I was three or four. I remember that everyone would stop
talking when he started to talk about life in Russia. Aside from the mere exotic appeal,
having a rare combination of experiences also made my father’s perspectives quite
unique. His hometown was a small village with no electricity, very limited educational
resources and little respect for intellectuals. People had no desire to see the rest of the
world or to know more about other cultures. Working in the field as the sun rises and
resting when the dark falls was their schedule. Nonetheless, in this village, the beauty of
nature was everywhere. My father was ambitious and wanted to leave the village, but he
loved the wilderness there. He told me about how often he swam in the river when he was
little. He is still very proud when he told me that he managed to catch a big fish alone
when he was eight years old, which brought his poor family a good source of protein.
Many of the rural parts of China are still like this even today.
After leaving his hometown, my father went through military training. He then
traveled and completed missions in many cities across China. For example, while
stationed deep in a forest in the most northern part of China, his division often had to
survive in the wild. He told me about how they dug holes to hide in for three days during
cold weather, with only hardtack for food. He confronted snakes, met Siberië roe deer in
dark forests, and gathered indigenous wood ear (a type of edible fungi, very popular as a
type of food in China). He has also lived a city life in China and Russia. His experiences
covered most of the segments of Chinese life. From conversations with him growing up, I
learned many invaluable facts about my culture and other cultures as well as how to be
observant in daily life.
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My father’s adventures with cultures had a great impact on me. For example, at a
very young age, I could imagine how cold the weather was in Russia and how it affected
the characteristics of people from what he told me. Russian people are much bigger in
their body build so that they are much more adapted to the harsh winter than Chinese.
Once when my father was in Siberia, for the entire winter, he could not manage to walk
to a telephone station only 100 meters (about 330 feet) away from his apartment because
he could not breathe in the cold wind. He mentioned the local people there had larger
noses with a taller bridge and that this was why they would not have any problem
breathing like he did. He also talked about the prevalence of vodka there. Homeless
people drank too much vodka to feel warm on cold streets, but the drunkenness also
disabled their instinctive reaction to the extremely cold nights.
Aside from exotic stories, there were rare artifacts and events related to Russia in
my childhood as well. Right after my father got back from Russia, we had a very formal
dinner at home for the secretary he had in Russia. I don not remember much about this
event, but I do remember that they exchanged gifts. My mother gave the Russian guest an
expensive jade bracelet while the guest brought me a very pretty doll from Russia. Of
course it looked nothing like dolls we had at that time in China. When I was three, we
had a cordless telephone, which most of the people had not even heard. This phone had a
small tape to record voice messages as an answer machine. Interestingly, unlike America,
leaving voice messages on phones was available much later in China, but it never got
popular. People today either call, text message, or use apps on phones to communicate
when they can not reach someone. I still remember some nights before I went to sleep,
my father would read at my bedside a mythical storybook he brought back from Russia,
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first in Russian, then in Chinese. I can not recall any of those tales today, but I still know
how novel they sounded to me. The gods and heroes had characters that were distinct
from those in Chinese stories.
The taste of Russia. I grew up in a city called Dalian, which is located exactly at
the tip of a northeastern peninsula in China. As an important seaport city geographically,
we had a fair amount of communication and cooperation with neighboring countries like
Russia, Japan and Korea. Thus Dalian had been substantially influenced by Russia:
Russian companies once owned some big department stores in this city. These stores still
use Russian names today. My father was able to show me some food he had in Russia in
my city. There was a Russian Bread called “列巴 (хлеб, Latin spelling hlȅb)” in
Chinese. Hlȅb was baked in a large loaf with a very hard crust. I was not fond of the
taste: it was a little sour, which tasted like bad dough to me. My father then explained to
me how people use special equipment to make it. Therefore, once a household buys one
hlȅb, it can serve them for a couple days. It was a common staple in Russia. We also
tried Kvass, Borscht, and Caviar. Kvass was a common Russian beverage. It tasted plain
to me, not as exotic as I had expected. Borscht tasted very similar to Chinese ratatouille
and I liked it. As for Caviar, the main fishy flavor was never considered appealing in
Chinese cuisine. Oddly, I was fascinated by its taste. Compared to common Chinese
families’ whose breakfasts are usually soymilk and Youtiao (also called Chinese oil
stick/fried breadstick/doughnut), we often had sliced wheat bread and butter in the late
1990s. All these experiences gave me a special perspective of daily life as compared to
other children. I realized that what was common to me could be very strange to people in
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other countries, just as I would feel lost in their commonalities. I grew to be open-minded
about taste, and wished to seek for new tastes in other cultures.
From the Science of Taste to the Anthropology of Taste
Growing up in China, the mainstream pressure to conform is overwhelming.
Seeking individuality and adventure can be a difficult path. Before I came to the United
States, people were expecting me to grow in business and get married soon. Under those
circumstances, even though my family did not pressure my choice in career, the pressure
of conformity dragged me to science and to the practicality of engineering. For years I
feared to set my foot on the path of anthropology because people kept telling me that it
would be too risky to earn enough money for a good life with a degree in anthropology.
Practical consideration is deeply rooted in many Chinese people’s choices (including
myself back then): make as much money as possible and do not be too different from the
mainstream.
I spent years to become a natural science researcher and an engineer. I chose wine
as the direction in engineering (Viticulture and Enology) as I sensed the connection with
culture in this topic. In retrospect I can see clear now that what interested me as a wine
taster/educator was the place where culture and science merge—the taste (or tasting as an
activity). After I completed my bachelor degrees (I also had a degree in English, which
had kept me connected to the western culture in my undergraduate studies) at China
Agriculture University, I won a national competition and became a certified national
senior technician in wine tasting. Over time, I gained considerable recognition for being
knowledgeable about the science of wine and skillful at tasting.
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As I mentioned earlier, science and culture merge in the topic of taste. Science
addresses the physiology of tasting; culture influences the verbalization of taste and
relates taste to people’s life. As a wine taster, not only did I need to be skillful in tasting,
but I also needed to be fluent in verbalizing the taste and in relating it to the cultural
context (e.g. Chinese food is spicy, French food tasted rich, and Italian sauces are usually
sour). This reflected in the most symbolic recurring theme in wine tasting—identifying
wines. Although every wine technically tastes different, there are still enough similarities
that allow a taste to identify the wine. For example, the grape merlot grows in France as
well as in the United States. To give an overly general characterization, a French merlot
may taste “cooler” than the American one. The American wine can taste fruity and sweet
immediately whereas the French wine needs some aeration before it reaches the best
taste. In a way, the cultures of people’s liking in taste in different regions were
demonstrated and communicated through taste.
Since my skill and perspectives in tasting was appreciated, I was able to advise
some clients on their wine/winery purchases. I then had the opportunity to tour around
wineries in Bordeaux with my clients. That experience gave me tremendous new insights:
putting the technology in the contexts and seeing how taste was connected to a specific
culture. These insights allow me to appreciate the different perspectives in culture from
the aspect of taste. I finally got to have a “real taste” of the wine culture in France.
By the time I tried ten different salted herrings (they were cold and raw) in
Denmark, I started to associate taste with different cultures. Some cultures favor sour
while others prefer sweetness and put sugar in everything (such as in the South from
where I am writing this now). The best academic discipline for me to learn more about
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cultures is anthropology; the best intersection into my ability to discern taste is the
exploration of the culture of taste. Thus I started my journey on the anthropology of taste.
Discovering Craft beer
The first place I went to have a drink in Hattiesburg was at the Keg and Barrel (I
have gained the permission to use the real name of this place), which happened to be
where I conducted most of my fieldwork for this thesis. I soon learned that a
“microbrewery” was a small local brewery that wanted to bring its characteristic beers to
its clients. As many people acknowledged, the best place in town to start on the topic of
the taste of craft beer is Keg and Barrel. So I went back. The first thing I learned was that
the better term in Hattiesburg for what I meant as “microbrewery” should be “craft
brewer.”
There are a group of people who love craft beer and drink them regularly. That is
the foundation of the Hattiesburg craft beer culture. After I got to know more about the
culture, I was wondering if it is taste that draws people to that culture. That then became
my research question.
As I noted earlier in this chapter, my experiences gave me some special insights
into this topic: I am very familiar with tasting skills; I am quite experienced with wine as
an alcoholic beverage; I had associated with wine enthusiasts quite often. Wine and craft
beer share many similarities. My expertise and experiences gave me a unique angle to
look at craft beer through taste. Craft beer emphasizes on complex, delicate, and lavish
tastes. You probably have seen some of the posters or commercials of Samuel Adams (a
big craft brewer). One very important message they aim to get across is “we taste better,”
and that a better and more complicated taste is the reflection of the brewer’s dedication.
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Aside from those similarities, craft beer is a new topic for me. Learning about wine
made it easier for me to study alcoholic beverage in general. Still, specific knowledge
about craft beer was a new domain to me. Back when I frequently gave lectures about
wine, beer was often used in wine tasting as a negative example (the other one is Chinese
Baijiu [白酒]). Wine tasters considered beer to be less diverse (I never said that to people
in the field since they would probably disagree or become irritated by the idea) and
assumed that beer drinkers were more after the alcoholic effect than appreciating the
complexity of the taste (See Figure 1). Once I got to know more about craft beer, I was
amazed by its diversity (See Figure 2). In a way, there is more you can do with beer as
compared to wine (see Chapter IV). For instance, brewers become creative and add all
sorts of different berries to their beer. Although some enthusiasts may frown upon adding
berries to the brew, many still consider it a craft beer. However, grapes should be the
only type of berry if you want the product to be qualified as wine. Like wine enthusiasts,
craft beer enthusiasts usually “appreciate” the taste more than regular beer drinkers
(stereotypical beer drinkers who I would mention in a wine lecture). Here I used the word
“appreciate” consistent with wine tasting terms. It mainly means one has the ability to
evaluate taste. Further discussion of this will be in Chapter II and Chapter IV.
The taste of craft beer, to me, is a combination of the known (tasting techniques
and characteristics of alcoholic beverages) and the unknown (the unfamiliarity of a
different social group and a different evaluative system in appreciating the drink). Thus I
could use what I already knew to explore the unknown through the lens of
anthropology—what may be common sense to beer enthusiasts can be the key to
understand the culture.
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扎啤). Before getting to know craft beer, this is what I and other
Figure 1. Drought beer (扎啤
people usually think of beer in China. Title: The 3-finger head. Taken by Satish
Krishnamurthy. Link: https://www.flickr.com/photos/8804814@N08/5403695708.

Copyright: Freely share and adopt. Link to license:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/. Retrieved: 1.10.2015 Cropped by the
author.
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Figure 2. A corner in a supermarket that is full of craft beers. Taken by the author.
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What is Craft Beer?
The common agreement is that craft beer is a specialty beer produced by craft
brewers. However, it is almost impossible to get a universal definition to which all the
enthusiasts will adhere. In fact, the question “What would craft beer enthusiasts consider
as craft beer?” is a relevant one in this thesis: Do people simply use taste as a criteria for
this matter? Nonetheless, to help orient the reader I will give a preliminary definition of
craft brewers. As a segment of American brewing industry, craft brewers are
characterized as: 1) “more recent entrants that started out with very small brewing
facilities: brewpubs, restaurant-breweries that sell most of their beer on site, and
microbreweries (small breweries that sell most of their beer off site)”; 2) brewing mostly
“European-style beer.” To distinguish them from similar style imported beer, they were
called “domestic specialty” or “craft beer” (Tremblay and Tremblay 2005:10).
A Brief History of Craft Beer
From the description above, we can see the general differences between craft beer
and regular beer. Turning to the history, this section summarizes the advent and
prevalence of craft beer in the U.S. Brewing beer by non-native Americans dates back to
the seventeenth century. The English brewing tradition among the early colonies led to
the prevalence of beer over wine. Thus the major brewing style was British ale until the
middle of the nineteenth century. When German immigrants brought lager to the states as
a new style of brewing, people found that it could be preserved longer and thus made
large-scale production easier. For example, a German immigrant established the
Anheuser-Busch brewery. Later Anheuser-Busch introduced Budweiser to America in
1876 (as of June 10, 2015, according to the Wikipedia webpage on “American Beer”).
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Now Anheuser-Busch InBev is the largest brewery in the world (Cibula 2013:160).
When Prohibition started in 1919, producing and marketing alcohol became illegal. This
destroyed numerous breweries. The process of repealing Prohibition started in 1933. But
alcoholic beverages remained strictly regulated by different levels of authorities. In the
1970s, the craft beer movement began (retrieved on June 10, 2015, Wikipedia webpage
on “American Beer”). Although regular beer brewers (such as Anheuser-Busch and
Millers) still have the biggest market share in the U.S. brewing industry, the number of
craft brewers in the U.S. has increased dramatically in recent decades (Tremblay and
Tremblay 2005, Carroll and Swaminathan 2000:715). Nowadays, most restaurants will
have at least a couple of craft beers, draft or by bottles. The best selling book on Amazon
for wine tasting is a craft beer tasting guidance book. It is not hard to tell from this fact
that craft beer has taken some of the territory that, in other locations with different
histories, is dominated by wine.
Craft beer in Mississippi. In many ways, people in the U.S. brewing industry
consider craft beer a rising star. However, not every city is on the same page in terms of
promoting it. The number of craft brewers in the South is still the smallest in the nation
(Baginski & Bell 2011:167). Many people in the field told me that as a legacy of the
Prohibition, Mississippi still regulated heavily the alcoholic beverage production. This
made Mississippi years behind other states in the brewing industry. At the same time,
people also believe that Hattiesburg is somewhat special in this matter. For the last
couple of years, craft beer enthusiasts in town started the craft beer club and the “Raise
your pint” movement. There is also this brewpub Keg and Barrel (I will use the
abbreviation as K&B later in this thesis) in the center of the city where most enthusiasts
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chose to hang out regularly. In 2013, Southern Prohibition Brewery (this projected gained
the permission to use the real name of the brewery) started their first keg. Another
prominent promoting factor for craft beer in the city of Hattiesburg is the annual craft
beer festival that began in 2013. All of the features mentioned above have encouraged
craft beer enthusiasts and set Hattiesburg ahead in the craft beer business in the state of
Mississippi. At the time I entered the field for this project, there was a company making a
documentary film about Mississippi craft beer. They recently finished the film with the
title: Better Late than Never.
All these facts suggested a vibrant craft beer culture here in town. Thus, the
ethnography of craft beer in Hattiesburg will not only tell us more about craft beer and
craft beer enthusiasts, but also serve as a snapshot for whoever wants to know more about
the city and the people in the city. Chapter IV focuses on these ethnographic findings. My
interpretations of them will follow in Chapter V.
The Taste of Craft beer and the Anthropology of the Senses
Taste. As a wine taster, I was trained to pay close attention to my sense of taste. At
first it was mostly for the sake of identifying wines in tasting, yet later it became more of
a habit in my everyday life. Tasting wine does not simply mean the taste on the palate. In
fact, beyond what people may think as flavors—the in-mouth taste, the smell of a glass of
wine reveals critical information about grape variety and the region; the color of the wine
can also provide hints of variety, age, and the state of wine. However, this is not all. Not
only the wine itself, but also other related sensations such as how the glass feels in your
hand, the lighting, and how comfortable the seat is can also affect your judgment (or
appreciation if you are only to enjoy) on the wine! In a word, all of the sensorial
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perceptions are important to the evaluation of a glass of wine. I found this principle also
translated to the craft beer appreciation among beer enthusiasts. In this section, I would
like to start the discussion of taste.
Taste is not foreign to humans, but without training, few of us really take our time
to think about it. According to New Oxford American Dictionary (2010) definition of
taste is “the sensation of flavor perceived in the mouth and throat on contact with a
substance” as in “the wine had a fruity taste.” It can also mean “the faculty of perceiving
taste” as in “birds do not have a highly developed sense of taste” or “a brief experience of
something, conveying its basic character” and someone’s preference or “ability to discern
what is of good quality or of a high aesthetic standard.” In fact different cultures define or
perceive taste differently. In Chinese, “taste” is 味道 (wèi dào). In modern Chinese, 味 is
often used to mean flavors or smell . 道 is the same character as Dao in English, which in
this case means the way of some practice. A similar example would be 茶道, the Dao of
tea. If we consider the origin of 味, we find it is composed of two parts: 口 (semantic)＋
未 (phonetic and semantic). 口 is characterized as a mouth and 未 (wèi) suggests that the
pronunciation as well as meaning is at a time in the near future. Hence, “味” indicates
that one haves something in the mouth but not yet swallowed. Hence, the general term for
taste in Chinese culture is not confined only to five or four different tastes, but could be
expanded to the entire experience of substances in the mouth: texture, astringency,
mouth-feel, being able to provoke a lot saliva (“生津” is often used in describing sour
food in Chinese culture, which is also widely used in wine tasting), as well as the aroma
we perceive from the back of the nose, etc. Aside from the physiological taste, “味” in
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Chinese can also describe specifically aroma (气味，香味) in an abstract sense—the
preference (品味), the experience (体味), and even the meaning of something (意味).
This suggests that the definition of taste varies in different contexts. This means in order
to accurately define taste in craft beer, we will have to look at the context of craft beer.
The definition of taste develops as we proceed in this thesis. Chapter II builds up on this
understanding and further explores the complex meanings of taste in different contexts.
Expanding Taste
As mentioned above, the entire sensorial experiences are relevant to taste. In this
section I will expend what taste encompasses into all relevant sensations. For me, paying
extra attention to my sensorial experience later became a habit in everyday life. For
instance, one winter as I walked out of a building, immediately I smelt humidity in the
fresh air. I told people that was about to snow, and it did. Wine tasters consider it
impolite to wear perfumes in a tasting event for it is very likely to interfere with the
sensorial experiences of others’ tasting. Overly using perfume may also cause olfactory
fatigue (the threshold of sensing one particular odor increases after exposure). Even if I
do use perfume in some occasion, I would apply it lightly. Think about this: Have you
ever passed a lady wearing a very strong fragrance—so intense that you were sure she
used too much perfume, but it did not seem to bother her at all? That is another case of
olfactory fatigue. Sensorial experience is fundamental to us in our living experiences.
Nevertheless, most of the time we are too used to it to single it out from the rest of our
experiences: it is, after all, too common for us to question.
In this thesis, the discussion of taste in craft beer culture will be a combination of
my skill in tasting and what I discovered from the beer enthusiasts in the field. I will help
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the reader to identity the taste in the common sense, to realize the richness in a first-hand
sensorial experience, and eventually, see how taste plays its role in craft beer culture. At
the end of reading this thesis, I hope the reader will appreciate our senses in life a little
more, and that the reader may value that taste serves as a substantial component of being
human: it signifies how diverse we are as a species.
Unique Perspectives on Taste
Throughout my career as a wine lecturer, I found ways to instruct people focus
their attention on taste using both physiological / biochemical and cultural factors. As I
mentioned earlier, the culture of wine derived from the taste of it. In other words, to
explicate the wine culture, I combined scientific perspectives (which is my strength from
my education and what I am most experienced in) and anthropological approaches (the
cultural contexts of drinking and drinking patterns). For example, in an introductory wine
tasting class, I started by asking people what characteristics they could see in a wine
glass. Most people never thought that glasses were designed particularly to better present
wine. Once they started to pay attention to this artifact, they will then notice the long
stem, the big “belly,” and the small opening. All these traits are purposefully designed.
Wine tastes the best at a lower temperature than our body temperature (14-18 ºC).
Correspondingly, the long stem is to prevent our hands from warming the wine and
making it less tasty. The big belly helps the wine get better aeration, especially during
swirling (a common evaluating procedure in wine tasting). Lastly, the small opening at
the tip of the glass is to concentrate as much of the aromas of the wine as possible for the
drinker. All of these factors have scientific rationales. Some beer enthusiasts told me a
very similar story about beer tasting glasses. In fact, the International Standards
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Organization (ISO) recognizes that wine tasting glasses and beer tasting glasses are
almost identical.
When I was listening to other people’s descriptions of beer, I was able to tell from
the approach they chose if he or she was more interested or sensitive in the technical
aspects of it and how he or she perceived the sensorial experience. This is the
anthropological perspective I take in this thesis. My approach here combines different
disciplines and expands beyond the realm of anthropology of the senses (see Chapter II).
My fieldwork has confirmed that craft beer tasting has many similarities compared to
wine tasting. I will give more details and examples, juxtaposing the two in the
ethnography chapter (Chapter IV).
As I discussed above, taste, in this thesis, can mean the entire sensorial experience.
To distinguish this emphasis of a broader “taste” from the commonly perceived taste
(sourness, sweetness, bitterness, saltiness, and umami), I will use Taste with a capital T
for the entire sensorial experience (the tactile, olfactory, visual, auditoria, and overall
perception of craft beer drinking).
Now let us take a closer look at some other properties of craft beer. Surely we taste
the beer. But if we break it down further, we can recognize that the combination of smell
and taste on the palate can have countless variations. Some of the variations can be
grouped together as different styles, or regional characteristics, or brewing styles. The
craft beer advocators encourage people to pay special attention to what they are drinking,
so that they can feel more of the beer (i.e., sense more Taste according to this thesis’s
approach). Besides, the Taste can be enhanced or diminished by the surrounding culture.
Taste is imbedded within a rich cultural context. All of these factors are very similar to
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the properties of food culture: different places have different signature food; food is
grouped by different categories and the significance of food is shaped by the culture. In
the field, for example, I found participants who considered that beer was nutritious. Some
even told me that they knew people who survived solely on drinking beer. In other words,
I found craft beer has much in common with some food products with great diversities
and requiring knowledge and experiences to distinguish the difference (a type of
appreciation), such as cheese and olive oil. In Chapter II and Chapter V I will continue to
explore this aspect.
Roadmap for reading this thesis. This thesis has five chapters. The Introduction
orients the reader to the research question and the context for its emergence. The
literature review in Chapter II assembles previous research relating to this topic and sets
up the theoretical framework for this research. Chapter III focuses on the methodology.
The ethnography of this research is in Chapter IV, which is divided into 5 sections:
sweetness, sourness, saltiness, bitterness, and umami. The last Chapter, Discussion, ties
the findings of this research back to the theoretical framework I use to parse my research
question, extends some concepts taste metaphorically, and discusses some possible future
research directions.
Craft beer culture is a slice of the society in Hattiesburg, a middle-sized city in the
South. This thesis adds to our knowledge of both the anthropology of the senses and the
study of drinking culture. The ethnographic material will provide unique insights to
people in the brewing industry, policy making regarding alcohol, and will reflect an
important aspect of people’s life in American society.
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This research focuses on the senses, and therefore is consistent with the main
emphasis of the anthropology of the senses. However, I value more of what I gathered
from the field that sheds light on the culture than the knowledge or information that one
could find on other sources. Hence, this is an ethnography of the craft beer culture of the
enthusiasts in town rather than of the craft beer culture at the product end. I did not search
through the craft beer technical books or tasting guides to make this more appealing to
these enthusiasts (I wish I had more time to do that, and I hope my participants will find
my interpretation acceptable). In this regard, the reader does not need to be a beer expert
or taster to read this thesis either. Again, I was not trying to give information or
knowledge about craft beer as an expert on craft beer; instead, I focused more on
knowing these people and their culture of beer better through various features of this
cultural product.
Aside from finding the answer to my research question, there are many related
questions this ethnography of taste can shed light on. Craft beer culture in Hattiesburg is
an integral part of this town. It is greatly shaped by the character of the town, i.e. the
people in this town, Hattiesburg. If I were to conduct a craft beer culture study in New
Orleans or Chicago, it would be a different ethnography, with different air of the cities.
At the same time, the craft beer culture also in turn asserts certain influence on the people
in this city. In this ethnographic research, I hope to shed some lights on this dynamic
relationship through a discourse focusing on taste.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
As stated in the Introduction, this research is an exploration into the cultural
significance of taste among craft beer enthusiasts. As discussed above, taste is much
more complicated than a simple definition. Rather, its definition can vary in different
contexts. Therefore, the next task is to explicate what taste refers to in this thesis. This
chapter reviews different disciplines regarding taste to clarify this matter. This will
further demonstrate some fundamental principles concerning taste in order to understand
taste in craft beer culture. In the first section, I will examine mainly two ends of the
spectrum regarding taste: the science of taste and the culture of taste.
In the Introduction, I explained briefly that this thesis deployed the framework of
anthropology of the senses. The next section of this chapter reviews selective literature on
this topic. As a pioneer sub-field of sensuous scholarship, the anthropology of the senses
has provided critical theories: how to capture the sensorial experiences and how to
interpret them. In this thesis, I will apply some major perspectives of the anthropology of
the senses to investigate craft beer culture. Finally, building upon the findings of these
two sections, I will introduce the concept of the anthropology of taste.
As stated in the last chapter, taste, in the thesis, is used in a broad sense. More
specifically, visual, olfactory, tactile senses and other bodily experience account for taste
in this research (which is what I defined as Taste in the introduction). Further, taste is a
common ground where scientific researches met anthropological perspectives.
Interpreting the evidence we found in scientific researches about taste will help us to
identify the cultural factors in taste. Eventually, building up on the foundation of
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sensuous scholarship, I propose the concept of the anthropology of taste. This chapter
will discuss the theoretical foundation for this ethnography.
On Taste
Science and culture both helps us to understand taste. This section is an elaborate
discussion on this argument. The first sub-section looks into the scientific discussion on
these senses as a foundation for us to understand taste. Drawing from the findings of
these literatures, I will establish some basic principles of taste for the following chapters.
Next, turning to the cultural perspectives, the following section focuses on
anthropological interpretations of taste.
The Science of Taste
The science of taste has made prominent progress in explaining the physiology of
our sensorial perceptions. Thereby, we will start the discussion by establishing some
“objectivities” of taste. By accumulating scientific “objectivities of taste,” we are more
equipped to identify cultural influences on taste. In addition, the science of taste provides
basic facts and concepts for us to form a consistent vocabulary concerning the
comprehensive communication of taste.
My undergraduate curriculums in viticulture and enology covered various topics
in biochemistry, molecular biology, and food science to lay a solid foundation for wine.
For a good wine taster, understanding the mechanisms of tasting is essential. Wine tasting
means “different things to different people”: to us who specialized in wine engineering
(enology), it means “critical wine assessment” as Jackson put in his professional
handbook for wine tasting (2009: xv). Jackson referred to a variety of studies to manifest
“the psycho-physical and neuroanatomical aspects of sensory response” as well as
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discuss “the optimal conditions for wine assessment and evaluation” (2009:xv). Jackson
stated that he hoped the information provided by this book “will give the reader the
ability to strip away the influences of context and experience that too often afflict wine
tasting, precluding valid and fair assessments” (2009: xviii). Since this handbook was
quite thorough in reviewing existent literature in tasting wine and in demonstrating what
happens in the process of tasting, I will start by setting up some basic principles for taste
(and tasting) in this thesis1.
Defining Taste in Science
Although scientists are more interested in the mechanisms of sensory perception
in regard to taste, they are aware of the complexity of the term taste. One advantage of
referring to a scientific definition is that they are most likely to be clear. In the case of
defining taste, Jackson stated:
Technically it refers to specific chemosenses detected by modified
epithelial cells located in taste buds. In common usage, however, it
incorporates the somatosensory sensations of mouth-feel and olfaction. As
a verb, it refers to the process of sampling beverages and foods, usually in
a conscious assessing mode. The terms “organoleptic” and “degustation”
specifically refer to aspects of this process, but for various reasons have
not been espoused in either the scientific or popular literature [2009:xv].
Five basic tastes. First, it is mostly agreed that there are five basic taste
characteristics: sweetness, saltiness, umami, sourness, and bitterness (Niimi et al.
2014:1). Respectively, the chemical stimuli (tastants) are sugars, amino acids, sodium
chloride (NaCl) and other salts, alkaloids, and acids (Frank and Hettinger 2005: i68).
Generally speaking, humans have some preferences in these different tastes. Among
these tastants, humans favor sugars and amino acids by instinct since these tastes usually
indicate the food can provide energy (e.g., Carbohydrates) and nutrition (Frank and
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Hettinger 2005: i68). On the contrary, substances that taste bitter are more likely to be
avoided. From an evolutionary standpoint, this avoidance is related to survival for bitter
tasting substances are more likely to be toxic (Naim et al. 2002:5).
Findings like those mentioned above identified biochemical factors in taste, which
can help researchers to distinguish the physiological influences from other factors. Thus
one can identify cultural factors in a certain incident better. For example, as stated,
humans tend to naturally reject bitterness yet people can grow to like beer. This means
that cultural influences can reverse what our instincts may tell us.
Perception of five basic tastes. If we have something contains all five different
basic tastes in our mouths at the same time, we will sense them at different points of time
and at different locations on the tongue. As Jackson explains:
The first taste sensations potentially recognized are those of sweetness and
sourness. Sweetness (if detectable) is initially and generally most
noticeable at the tip of the tongue. In contrast, sourness is more evident
along the sides of the tongue and insides of the cheeks, depending on the
individual. The sharp aspect of acidity typically lingers considerably
longer than the perceptions of mild sweetness. Because bitterness is
detected later, its increasing perception may coincide with a decline in the
detection of sweetness. It can take upward of 15 seconds before bitterness
reaches its peak, usually most detectable within the central, posterior
portion of the tongue. Thus, it is advisable to retain the wine in the mouth
for at least 15s. Subsequently, the taster tends to concentrate on mouthfeel sensations, such as the dry, chalky, rough, dust-in-the-mouth aspects
of astringency, and the perceptions of burning (alcohol or phenol-induced
sensations), or the prickling aspect of carbon dioxide (if present at
concentrations above 0.3 g/100 ml). These and other tactile sensations are
dispersed throughout the mouth, without specific localization [Jackson
2009:14-15].
Defining Flavor. In everyday discourse, people sometimes use the word “flavor”
and “taste” interchangeably. To be specific, flavor refers to a set of interrelated physical
perceptions and interpretations: “Gustatory, olfactory and mouth-feel sensations, as well
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as associated visual and auditory sensations are derived from different physical locations.
However, the responses, initially analyzed in distinct areas of the brain, are combined and
integrated for final interpretation in a central location—the orbitofrontal cortex” (Jackson
2009:xvi). All of these “multi-sensory perception and the memory traces they encrypt,
generate what is termed “flavor” (Jackson 2009:xvi).
Earlier we have established that taste can refer generally to a combination of
“somatosensory sensations of mouth-feel and olfaction.” Now the definition of flavor
indicates that there is an overlap between “taste” and “flavor.” In order to avoid
confusion, in this thesis, I will use the term taste and flavor interchangeably (Jackson
2009:xv).
Mouth-feel. Mouth-feel refers to the tactile sensations in the mouth that appears
together with flavors in the mouth. Jackson pointed out that there are sensations that may
appear in tasting, such as “dry,” “burning (alcohol or phenol-induced sensations),” and
“prickling” (caused by carbon dioxide).
Conclusion. This section examined the scientific findings of taste, including some
fundamental concepts for this thesis—basic tastes, flavor/taste, mouth-feel, and other
relevant terms that will appear later in this thesis. “Basic tastes” refer to sweetness,
bitterness, sourness, umami, or saltiness. On the other hand, “taste” can refer to the
combination of basic tastes, smells, textures, mouth-feel and sometimes lingering after
taste (Mouritsen and Styrbæk 2014: 5).
In all, sensory science tells us to date what has been proven to be the most
effective way to evaluate an alcoholic beverage. This overall assessment, which applies
to wine or beer regardless, is a set of “holistic perceptions such as balance, flavor, and
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body.” “These perceptions arise from multiple sensory inputs, often including taste,
mouth-feel, and fragrance” (Jackson 2009:15). Understanding this will help us in
identifying the cultural perspective of interrelated sensorial experiences later.
Much as we now know about the science of taste and tasting, it is very clear that
“perception is relative, with few absolutes” (Jackson 2009:xvii). Jackson continues
(Ibid.): “What individuals perceive depends not only on their genetics, but also on their
upbringing, current emotional and physical health, and the context in which the tasting
occurs. Within limits, the latter can be more important to perception than the quality of
the wine.” To me, this statement called for a cultural interpretation of taste, which will be
the topic of the next section.
The Culture of Taste
Basic tastes and culture. Food and beverage are the main carriers of taste.
Throughout history, people have naturalized meanings associated with taste and taken
taste for granted. Many cultural anthropologists have already identified this issue. For
instance, Sidney Mintz pointed out in “Sweetness and Meaning” that the taste of
sweetness is too common for people to question. However, social changes can be
demonstrated through taste. Mintz pointed out that the history of cane sugar in the United
Kingdom suggested that the sweetness was once associated with power and social
statues: sweetness “was symbolically powerful, for its use could be endowed with many
subsidiary meanings” (2005:120).
Drawing from his observations, Mintz defined “intensification” and
“extensification” as two means to assign meanings for sweetness through social contexts
and social structures. According to Mintz, the definition of extensification is“larger
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numbers of persons were becoming familiar with sugar on a regular, perhaps even daily
basis,” whereas intensification “involved more continuity with past usage, more fidelity
to older meanings, more—perhaps the word is closer to the mark here—emulation”
(1985:122). Here we see another layer of cultural significance aside from what sensory
sciences offered: “As sugar became more known, more “hoomey,” it was endowed with
ritual meaning by those who consumed it, meaning specific to the social and cultural
position of the users. This is a part of the extensification itself: a recasting of meanings,
now detached from the past, and from those given by other social groups” (1985:122).
In contrast to Sidney’s work on sweetness, the article “Salt: The Edible Rock” by
Margaret Visser shows many interesting facets on saltiness. Sugar has always been
related to energy and power whereas saltiness is more like an extra yet essential flavor to
the food. Salt is from “edible rocks” that are largely specific minerals, while sugar can
have many substitutes. Sugar is more likely to be tied to power and social structure as it
has massive application in daily life while salt is often used in certain occasions with a
very different indication. In many folktales salt is considered an indication of friendship.
Perhaps, because salt is always used in small portions, easily neglected as a necessity, it
is portrayed in special occasions, such as the exceptional play of “King Lyre.” Salt is
always something with a distinct yet indispensable flavor.
Umami once was absent in the lexicon of the Western world, but it has long been
recognized and valued in Asian cuisine culture (Mouritsen and Styrbæk 2014:5). The
word “umami” comes from Japanese and was used by Japanese in seafood soups.
According to Mouritsen and Styrbæk, Umami, what they call “the fifth taste,” can be
roughly translated as “deliciousness” from the Japanese. Savoriness (some people also

30
describe it tasted as meatiness) coming from umami “tells us that the food contains
readily accessible nutrition in the form of amino acids and proteins” and from the
intensity of this taste we may be able to tell the ripeness of food (Mouritsen and Styrbæk
2014:5).
Mouritsen and Styrbæk described an interesting experiment carried out at the
University of California, Davis:
These researchers compared the taste-naming strategies of two groups:
monolingual Japanese speakers and monolingual American English
speakers. For the most part, neither language group had much difficulty in
choosing a single word to describe taste samples that were sour, sweet,
salty, and bitter. But when it came to MSG, there was a significant
difference.
The English speakers were able to differentiate the taste of MSG from that
of the other taste samples, but they had no single expression to describe it.
In fact, they used expressions that bore little resemblance to each other
and that would not be classified as basic tastes. They described it as
“salty,” while noting that it was not the same as ordinary saltiness, but
they also used descriptors including “indefinite,” “fishy,” “beef bouillon,”
and so on. The majority of Japanese, however, linked the taste of MSG to
the word umami or expressions closely related to umami, such as Dashi (a
soup stock)… Those Japanese subjects participating in the experiment
who were professional tasters tended to employ the more scientific term
umami [2014:20].
This experiment supports my statement in the last sub-section that by developing
a scientific understanding and terminology of taste, we can better understand the cultural
influence of taste. Mouritsen and Styrbæk concluded this matter: “Culture, rather than
language, was the determining factor in the number of basic tastes that were clearly
associated with a single word” (2014:20).
Taste and Culture
We have already established the scientific background and basic concepts for
taste. With this in mind, let us look at taste from the perspective of culture. Humans live
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through our senses— sight, smell, sound, touch, and taste. Yet the fact that senses are so
fundamental to humans makes it even harder for scholars to question the role they play in
our cultures. In an attempt to bring the focus back to the sense of taste, Stoller gave a
“tasteful ethnography” by recalling his fieldwork in Songhay (1989). Disgusted by the
bad taste of sauces he had while he ate at one family, Stoller looked into the meaning
behind its taste and thus uncovered the rivalry in this family.
Realizing the importance of taste in culture, Stoller advocated for a “tasteful
fieldwork”: “In a tasteful fieldwork, anthropologists would not only investigate kinship,
exchange, and symbolism, but also describe with literary vividness the smells, tastes &
textures of the land, the people, and the food. This recording of complexities of the
individual’s social experience lends texture to the landscape of the fieldworker’s notes”
(Stoller 1989:29).
Similarly, Schivelbusch stressed the fashion trend started from the matter of
physical tasting: “the symbolic meaning and actual physical taste of medieval spices were
closely intertwined. Social connections, balance of power, wealth, prestige, and all
manner of fantasies were ‘tasted’” (2005:125).
Taste and Anthropology of Food
The first section of this chapter introduced the notion of taste upon which this
thesis will build: besides referring to the five basic sensations on tastebuds, tastes can
also mean flavors (a combination of the basic taste, smell, and mouth-feel). As I stated in
the Introduction, along these lines, taste is shared among humans through forms of food
and drink. In this sense, the taste of food and its meaning in our culture is particularly

32
illustrative. Let us look at some relevant literature that demonstrates this point in this
section.
We as humans need food for subsistence. Moreover, food also has a “cultured
nature.” As Crowther pointed out, food is “our everyday creative and meaningful
engagement with nature through culture” (2013:xviii). He further stressed, “the
designation as “food” underscores the cultural construction of what is deemed edible and
places it in the category of artifact, made by human ingenuity, from a series of
ingredients and flavors, crafted and aestheticized into a dish.” Food as a cultural artifact,
according to Crowther, has a very intimate relationship with humans for it “literally
becomes us” (2013:xviii). However, just like taste is too common for humans to question,
food is too much in us that we are prone to overlook the meaning in it and our
relationship with it (Crowther 2013:xviii). For example, one of the relationships between
humans and food is the “omnivore’s dilemma.” Omnivorousness here “implies openness
to eat a wide range of foodstuffs” (Crowther 2013:xviii). “Omnivore’s dilemma” refers to
the situation where our drive of “neophilia” (desire of trying new foods) is countered by
“neophobia” (fear for new foods being harmful) (Crowther 2013:7). Crowther then
summarized that today, the same question presents through our countless choices: how to
select our food in order to make a wise decision.
Taste is an integral part of food through which we can identify different culinary
styles. Crowther used the term "gastronomy" as "cultivated culinary taste" (2013:190) He
recognized that taste is not only "a sensory responses of the tongue and nose to create the
sensation of flavor" but also "the awareness of beauty, refinement, and aesthetics”
(2013:190). Crowther also defined gastronomy as “the art or science of good eating, and
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the evocative and knowledgeable discourse surrounding the pleasure of food”
(2013:279). Thus, taste as the representation of food deserves our attention to further our
understanding of its cultural significance and implications.
Lalonde noted, “Taste is also influenced by other senses” (1992:77). In other
words, “taste necessarily involves the participation of all our senses, thereby including
the whole person” (1992:77). Furthermore, the instinctive reaction to taste can be
superseded by “cultural attitude.” Hence, Lalonde concluded, “taste is capable of joining
forces with our symbolic constructions, contributing to the generation of insight”
(1992:77). Instead of the static view of Mary Douglas about “meal as event,” Lalonde
contended that meal should be viewed as “a lived experience.” Taste, as meal’s “concrete
manifestation” “act[s] as a fulcrum for our sensory and cognitive experiences of a meal.”
Taste and the Anthropological Perspective on Alcohol
Alcoholic beverage as a cultural substance.As I stated earlier, just like food,
alcoholic beverages are forms of representation of taste. However, quite often people are
more engaged in the drinking activity, which highlights other function of alcoholic
beverages. Thus we often forget that alcohol itself has a taste. The taste of alcohol is
premarily sweet. Sometimes you may taste “burning” in your mouth when drinking
higher alcohol content beverages. In order to look deeper into how the taste of craft beer
distinguishes it from regular beers, it is imporant for us to look at some general
understandings of alcohol.
Many scholars have studied alcohol from a range of different approaches. Among
those the most widely studied and applied field leans more towards the "problem
oriented" intoxication issues of alcoholic beverages. “The dominant approach, grounded
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almost exclusively in the disciplines of biology/medicine, public health, and social
psychology, had focused on alcohol consumption primarily as an individual pathology or
a social problem” (Dietler 2006: 230).
The research on moderate drinking and the social/cultural implication of drinking,
however, has not received as much attention. Nonetheless, this type of drinkingconsuming alcoholic beverage in social/cultural context is the focus of this section.
Although few of researches were focused on the role of alcohol, the descriptions of
drinking appeared as “felicitous by-products of field research” in many ethnographic
works (Douglas 2010:3). Anthropologists have recognized drinking alcoholic beverages
as a means of cultural ritual, “social act,” and celebration (Dietler 2006; Douglas 2010).
They have pointed out the significance of imbibing alcohol in different occasions.
Dwight wrote descriptively about “what people do and what they say” in drinking
occasions in order to provide a range of variation of drinking as “a peculiarly human
phenomenon” (2000:4). Dietler emphasized that alcohol plays a significant part in our
culture as a “special form of embodied material culture” as well as “the most widely used
psychoactive agent in the world.” For thousands of years, alcohol remains significant in
aspects related to social, political, economical and religious functions (2006:229).
Aside from a theoretical discussion of alcoholic beverages, some anthropologists
have devoted their efforts to discovering the drinking pattern of people in different
cultures. Many of those works look at different ethnic groups and attempted to answer
questions about where people drink, when, with whom, how, etc. (Heath 1995, 2000;
Chrzan 2013).
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Conclusion: Taste and Cultural Identity
With these concepts and findings about the different aspects of taste in mind, let
us take another look at the taste of craft beer. Sensory science discovered that substances
that are extracted from hops make the beer taste bitter. On the other hand, human
instincts tend to avoid the bitter taste. In terms of alcoholic beverages, regular beer, craft
beer, and wine have different tastes yet all share some general affects on people and
cultural patterns since all of them contain alcohol. If there is some unique patterns or
even patterns contrary to the natural tendency of taste preference, or aside from the effect
of alcohol, there is evidence that taste is significant to craft beer as it is to food or wine,
then we can conclude that taste is an important factor to draw people into the craft beer
culture.
To conclude, taste, as sensorial experiences regarding craft beer, draws people
together and forms a distinct culture. In other word, these craft beer enthusiasts created a
distinction of their culture identity through their preference for the taste of craft beer. In
the classical piece Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, Bourdieu gave
an extensive analysis on how taste as “acquired disposition” fulfills as a social function
to “legitimating social differences” (1984:466-467). Bourdieu used the term “taste”
mostly as “disposition.” In this thesis, however, I put more emphasis on the sensorial
aspect of taste. To avoid confusion, hereby I will use “disposition” for this meaning of
“taste.” Bourdieu deployed the concept of class in society. He stressed that by
differentiating predispositions among different classes, the classification of society is
naturalized and legitimized subconsciously. Applying this theory to cultural groups, we
can say that a group of people forms a distinct culture because they established and
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reinforced their cultural identity through naturalizing their predisposition. In the
concluding chapter, I will discuss this matter further.
Sensuous Scholarship
Paul Stoller first proposed the concept of “sensuous scholarship” in 1997. Stoller
pointed out that the writings of scholars had lost the connection with lived experiences of
people’s life: the “scholar’s body” had remained inactive and lost its sensibilities. He
noted: “Sensuous Scholarship is an attempt to reawaken profoundly the scholar’s body by
demonstrating how the fusion of the intelligible and the sensible can be applied to
scholarly practices and representations” (1997: xv). Since Stoller, many scholars across a
span of disciplines have contributed to this body of literature both theoretically and
methodologically. For instance, Vannini et al. argued that sensuous scholarship should
refer to the senses as well as gratified to senses and therefore “is about appealing through
the senses and for the senses, as much as it is about the senses” (2010: 380).
Stoller urged anthropologists to “incorporate the sensuous body—its smells, tastes,
textures, and sensations” “into ethnographic works” (1997:xv). Many scholars from
anthropology, sociology and communication studies are making substantial progress in
this direction. Together, these scholars started the sensory studies (sensorystudies.org),
claiming that sensory studies “arises at the conjuncture (and within) the fields of
anthropology, sociology, history, archeology, communications, religion, philosophy,
literature, art history, museology, film, mixed media, performance, phenomenology,
disability, aesthetics, architecture, urbanism, design.” The scholarly journal, The Senses
and Society, founded in 2006 by Michael Bull and David Howes, is dedicated to sensory
studies. Beyond focusing on sensuous bodily experiences and representations, it
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approaches sensorial studies from an inter-disciplinary perspective. Sensuous scholarship
encourages scholars to bring in other disciplines to enlarge the vision of their disciplines
in their studies pivoting on the human senses. As Vannini et al. pointed out, “the growth
of non-traditional scholarship across fields and disciplines has made it easier for sensuous
scholarship to grow strong roots in an already fertile field,” and therefore “academics and
students who have traditionally been hesitant to write well and write sensuously—or use
new media to do so—no longer have to worry about the acceptance of their work”
(2012:65).
Anthropology of the Senses
By stressing on sensitivity and reflexivity, anthropology has a special place in
representing cultures. For the last few decades, Stoller (1989, 1997), Feld (1982) and
many other scholars started the trend of sensuous scholarship. The anthropology of the
senses, as compared to other focuses in anthropology, is a relatively new field still, but
this by no means indicates that it weighs less: numerous great theories and works have
developed since Stoller and thus considerably enlarged our vision as a discipline.
Other scholars, such as David Howes carefully outlined the intellectual
development of the anthropology of the senses (Vannini et al. 2012:13). Howes noted
that anthropologists long had senses in the background yet were constrained by the
western visual-centered sensory hierarchies (2003). According to Vannini, Waskul and
Gottschalk, the earlier anthropologists work on the topic of senses was clouded by LeviStraussian structuralism, where the sensorial experiences were interpreted “in accordance
with rules and codes operating in a particular situation and context” (2012:14).
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Vannini, Waskul and Gottschalk predicted a promising direction for the
anthropology of senses in The Senses in Self, Society, and Culture, that is “experiment
with new theoretical, conceptual, substantive, methodological, and disciplinary fusion”
(2012:14). By pushing former “new epistemologies and ontologies that are less based on
linguistic cognition” but “more on embodied, multi-sensual, multimodal, pre-objective,
and carnal ways of knowing,” they believed sensuous scholarship would truly prosper
(2012:14-15).
Besides emphasizing on the senses, David Howes also proposed the importance of
interplay of senses in Sensual Relations: “When the senses are ignored or when they are
studied in isolation, all the interplay of sensory meaning—the associations between touch
and taste, or hearing and smell—and all the ways in which sensory relations express
social relations are lost (2003:7). As mentioned above, Howes founded the “Center for
Sensory Studies.” On the Center’s website, they specified the center as “an
interdisciplinary collaboration platform for research in the social life and history of the
senses, perceptual practice, multisensory aesthetics, and the development of technologies
for expanding the sensorium in innovative ways” (http://www.centreforsensory
studies.org).
In regards to fieldwork methodology, Sarah Pink established a model for sensorial
fieldwork. Drawing upon her experience with conducting fieldwork about the Cittàslow
movement, Pink was elaborate about her “food and drink-related sensory experiences”
which also accounted for the Slow Food movement. By using her methodology and
experience as a reference prior to and throughout my fieldwork, I was able to build upon
her established methodology. One of her major points on conducting a sensorial
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ethnography is to float with the event when the ethnographer is in the field. I took it
further into being flexible in what I might taste in an event and how I communicated taste
with different people in the field to get the most out of a sensorial scenario.
Toward the Anthropology of Taste
From the synthesis of these literatures, I established a basic definition that I will
use in later chapters as well as concepts that I will discuss in the last chapter. In the
section on taste, I proposed that by using scientific understandings and established
cultural patterns on consuming alcoholic beverages, we could then identify the taste of
craft beer similar to how we analyze the taste of food.
Combining this argument with the anthropology of the senses, I proposed the
anthropology of taste. Beyond focusing on senses and deploying methods that delineate
the sensual relations, the anthropology of taste centers on taste and considers the interplay
of other senses from the perspective of taste. I want to stress that the emphasis of
sensuous scholarship is an operative guidance for the exploration of craft beer culture.
This ethnography of taste on craft beer is a case study on this matter.
Note:
1. The similarity of wine and craft beer in tasting will be further discussed in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
As stated in the introduction, the culture of craft beer in this research has a
dynamic and rich context. More importantly, the craft beer is a product that is appreciated
through the senses. Craft beer drinking happens in places where all kinds of sensual
experiences are evoked. Thus, it is critical for the researcher to investigate this matter
through a sensorial paradigm (Pink 2009:10). I adopted Sarah Pink’s methodology on
sensory ethnography in this research. In this chapter, I will discuss my methodology in
this research, in terms of how I used Pink’s theory, but also in terms of how I will further
develop it.
Beyond the classic participant-observation, I did what Sarah Pink called
“participate sensing” in my fieldwork which started on 2014 April until 2015 March. I
hung out with craft beer enthusiasts in different venues on different occasions: beer club
meetings, theme tasting, craft beer festival, brewery tour, and so forth. Not only did I
participate in the activities as a member in the club, a volunteer in the venue, or just
another consumer hanging out, I also paid extra attention to all my sensorial experiences
in each scenario as well as the sensorial experiences communicated by my participants. I
conducted semi-structured interviews with some of the participants in the field. By
stressing my own sensorial experience, I was able to communicate and thus connected
with my participants throughout the fieldwork. Combining what I felt with what my
participants communicated, I was able to explore further into the Taste of craft beer.
Indeed, the Taste in different scenarios produced lavish sensorial contexts, and it is the
key to understanding the craft beer culture.
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Sensory Ethnography: Beyond Classic Participant Observation-Theoretical Concerns
Participation observation is the foundation of cultural anthropology (Russell
2011:256). By conducting participant observation, ethnographers are able to experience
the culture and therefore offer perspectives of cultures that otherwise would not be
available. However, the traditional strand of participant observation has its limitations in
this research. As Sarah Pink pointed out: “While classic observational methods certainly
produce valuable in-depth and often detailed descriptions of other people’s lives, this
type of fieldwork is often not viable in contemporary contexts” (2009:104). In my case,
craft beer drinking is not the enthusiasts’ whole life, it would be absolutely impractical to
find a community of craft beer enthusiasts and spend all my time with them; it would also
be inappropriate of me to follow some of the enthusiasts around all the time just so I can
observe the drinking that may happen in their daily life.
Pink asked ethnographers to rethink the ethnography through the senses. She stated the
limitations of the traditional participatory method and called for “innovative methods” in
order to “provide routes into understanding other peoples lives, experiences, values,
social worlds and more that go beyond the classic observational approach” (2009:9).
Hence, Pink emphasized that sensory ethnography is not an alternative method “in an
increasingly fragmented map of approaches to ethnographic practice”; instead, “it is a
critical methodology” that shifted away from the “classical observational approach” “to
insist that ethnography is a reflexive and experiential process though which
understanding, knowing and (academic) knowledge are produced” (2009:8). In order to
achieve this goal, Pink further proposed the concept of “a emplaced ethnography”: it
“attends to the question of experience by accounting for the relationships between bodies,
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minds, and the materiality and sensoriality of the environment” (2009:25). In this sense, I
therefore positioned myself as an “emplaced ethnographer” in an experiential venue
where craft beer drinking took place. Considering experiential places, “open and in
process—as ‘event’ or ‘occurrence’—offers a way of thinking about the contexts of
sensory ethnographic research and the processes through which ethnographic
representations become meaningful” (Pink 2009:42).
Before my research actually started, I was getting to know the craft beer culture
from a more informal way and thus situated this research in the fieldwork site. Because of
my tasting experience and skills, it wasn’t hard for me to be aware of the sensorial
perceptions. In the meantime, I also prepared myself for the “unexpected ways of
comprehending” the culture. For example, an unexpected off-smell in a drink may disrupt
an event and therefore lead to different insights (Pink 2009:45). The key is to be open to
“jolting, disorientating or revelatory moments,” and to be “prepared to engage reflexively
and analytically with such experiences” (Pink 2009:45). Thus, these unexpected sensory
incidents may lead to different understandings that otherwise would not have been
revealed to me.
Sensory Activated Participation
As mentioned above, toward this craft beer culture where sensorial experiences is
central, I went beyond the classical participant-observation to more of a sensory activated
participant-observation which pays “particular attention to the multisensory and
emplaced aspects of other people’s” and my own experience (2009:64). In this way, the
sensory activated participant-observation is “framed with ideas of learning as embodied,
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emplaced, sensorial, and empathetic, rather than occurring simply through a mix of
participation and observation” (2009:64).
Since April 2014, I spent a considerable amount of time in public venues
concerning craft beer drinking: restaurant-pubs, the train depot for the craft beer festival,
and the brewery. I participated in the local craft beer club with enthusiasts, and engaged
in activities involving craft beer drinking. This fieldwork can relate back to some specific
methods Pink mentioned in “Doing Sensory Ethnography.” In the following section, I
will discuss my method within Pink’s proposed framework.
Sensory Fieldwork
Setting. In this research, as mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, it was
impractical and inappropriate for me to conduct traditional participant-observation. The
craft beer enthusiasts occasionally got together to have tastings and other events;
however, a lot of them were not necessarily involved in-group activities. Therefore I
choose to hang out in places where craft beer drinking was promoted: K&B, the hog, and
the brewery. As mentioned in the last section, immersing myself in these places gave me
a subjective interpretation of the environmental experiences. In the meantime, the
environment was shared by all the craft beer enthusiasts and thus gave me materials to
apprehend their intersubjectivity (Pink 2009:54).
Participant sensing. Pink proposed the concept of participant sensing “where the
ethnographer often simultaneously undergoes a series of unplanned everyday life
experiences and is concerned with purposefully joining in with whatever is going on in
order to become further involved in the practices of the research participants.” For
example, when I first showed up in the craft beer club, people invited me to smoke a
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cigar with them afterwards and I went with it. In another case, I was leaving K&B after
hanging out in a craft beer event when I met a friend. He was there meeting some other
friends who happened to like craft beer. I sat down with them and had a conversation
with them. My friend did not know much about craft beer. After I mentioned my project,
he started to ask his friends why they liked craft beer. Information gathering is contingent
on the flow of the particular situation. I always tried to be very open with the changes and
to be active in participating. In addition, participation in sporadic events helps to produce
quality fieldwork (Pink 2009: 76).
Pink stressed that the “ethnographer’s own sensorial experiences” should be used
“as a means of apprehending and comprehending other people’s experiences, ways of
knowing and sensory categories, meanings and practice” (2009:46). In this research, I
spent lots of time and effort tasting beer. For instance, in craft beer drinking occasions, I
communicated with people about their thoughts and feelings about the taste of the beer.
Through what Pink called “sensory subjectivity” and “sensory intersubjectivity,” I
attempted to understand, connect and compare what I sensed and what other people
sensed in the beer. This process, as Pink stated, is dynamic: “the sensory ethnographer
needs to account for how the senses are bound up with her or his relationships both with
research participants and between the people participating in the research themselves, and
indeed how these shift and change” (2009:53).
In addition, Pink pointed out that the understanding and communication through
senses involves social relationships (2009:54). In this regard, through participating in
drinking and discussing craft beer, I established my rapport with participants in the field.
The development of this rapport in turn shaped my perceptions and understandings of
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craft beer later. For instance, even in the process of writing this ethnography I will refer
to the writing of my informants about some information regarding beer or ask them about
such definitions as “porter” and/or “flight.” Indeed, I have been “continually resituating”
and remaking myself in relation to the others as this shift happens (Pink 2009:55).
One important aspect of participant sensing is to connect my experiences in the
moment with my consultants’ experiences. Sometimes it may be inappropriate or the
situation may not allow me to question the reason of an action. In that event, I would
return to my subjective sensorial experience and draw connections between my own
experiences and the events in the field in order to reach a substantial understanding.
Sensory Apprentice
Although my tasting skills were equipped to taste craft beer, my knowledge about
beer and beer culture was shallow when I started this research project. I then focused on
some key informants to ask very basic questions about craft beer. For instance, Colt spent
some time giving me a “craft beer 101 class” when we first came to discuss craft beer in
K&B (see Chapter IV). We got six different beers (from light to dark) and he told me all
the basic knowledge about craft beer. Volunteering in the craft beer festival in 2014 gave
me a very solid impression of the four beers I served there and people’s different reaction
to them. In regards to the experience of serving beer in the Southern Prohibition Brewery
(I will refer to it as SPB later), it helped me to follow the other staff/volunteers there. I
then became knowledgeable about their product, how to serve it, how to inform and
recommend it to different people, and how people hang out in such settings. This,
according to Pink accounts for “emplaced knowing.” She argued that it “inevitably
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involved with, and thus open to, discourses that extend beyond the direct immediacy of
actual practice” (2009:72).
At the same time, I also made an effort to reflect on my assumptions about craft
beer. I tended at first to compare the experience with wine serving and tasting but I also
needed to be careful of such comparisons to avoid restricting my understanding of this
different culture.
Other Participatory Methods
Drinking together was an important way to strengthen the relationship with
participants in the field. This is similar to Pink’s note on eating together: by drinking
together or sometimes sharing the drink could serve as a “starting point” for me to
understand the enthusiasts’ perception and memories about craft beer (2009:74); secondly
“taste memories form part of all of our biographies.” “Therefore, attending to gustatory
memory is relevant for understanding not only how other people make memories and
meaning through” the drinking, “but also for the reflexivity that is integral to a sensory
ethnography.” For example, I had access to look at my informants’ tweets and beer
tasting entries on the Beer Advocate website. Comparing there notes to mine, I was able
to reflect beyond just my memories but also theirs on tasting the same beer.
I also actively sought out opportunities to have sensorial activities with my
informants. It was somewhat difficult to really make it happen but some of them did try
tea or wine with me and had a conversation about comparing the different tastes to craft
beer. Sometimes if I could not manage to drink with them, I would try later what they
recommended to me (Yes, I have tried quite a few craft beers myself. No, I do not get
drank while I was drinking alone for the sake of research).
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Summary. These methods are characterized by the awareness of the senses, the
openness to spontaneous activities, and the reflexivity on my subjective sensorial
experiences. Like Pink emphasized, I needed to account for “all the senses” that were in
play in a specific situation (2009:80). I would say further that, in this research, taste and
everything related to taste were the primary focus of my sensorial experiences.
Throughout these processes, I kept detailed notes and typed them out afterwards. Later,
these notes became the substance of this ethnography. In this thesis, I intend to produce a
narrative that reflects these experiences and encounters in the field with a vivid sensorial
context, hoping my reader will be able to relate to the sensorial experiences. By providing
my interpretation of these experiences, the reader will gain access to more contexts to
form insights into this culture.
Interviews
In addition to the method of conducting participant-observation through a sensory
paradigm, I used the interviewing method through a sensory paradigm. I turn to a brief
discussion of this method next.
To start with, it is important to appropriately orient the participant in this type of
interview. Pink’s comments on “place” are instructive for this new form of interview:
This involves understanding the narrative of the interview as a process through which
verbal, experiential, emotional, sensorial, material, social and other encounters are
brought together. This process creates a place from which the researcher can better
understand how the interviewee experiences her or his world. Abstracting the idea of an
interview in this way offers a means of understanding the interview encounter as a placeevent (Pink 2009:95).
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I started with a set of open-ended questions about craft beer. I revised them
throughout the fieldwork. Most of the time, I seized the opportunity in a place to have an
in-depth conversation about craft beer and their take on it. This happened in K&B, the
hog, and the brewery. Occasionally, according to the situation, some of the informants
were able to meet me outside of the drinking context and talk with me about craft beer. I
would let them choose the time and place to meet. Usually I only asked a very brief list of
questions. I placed more value on spontaneous follow-up questions in the interview,
where I could explore more of this particular participant’s idea, understanding, and
memory about craft beer.
One interesting note on this is that most of them would look at my notes as they
spoke, sometimes correcting me if I spelt something wrong; the other times they got
interested in my Chinese characters as notes and asked me what those meant. The notetaking was so incongruent with the bar atmosphere it actually sparked some
conversations for me. People would ask me what I was doing and then volunteered to be
interviewed on the spot. The spontaneous emplacing interviews can be very informative
and pleasant. However, the flow sometimes started at the point when informants were
intoxicated enough to be very comfortable, at the same time, you can not expect them to
deliver a follow-up interview as well as they would like to tell you at that moment.
Sometimes the frustration as a researcher can be no less than meeting an ideal date at a
bar with the expectation of receiving the call from this person, but he or she never called.
The main focus in this research, again, is to regard all of the senses involved in
the craft beer drinking. Being able to relate to and connect to what the informants
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describe when they were talking about these experiences was essential for me to come up
with insightful questions.
Practical Factors in Actual Fieldwork
In reflecting on my experiences in the field, I felt the need to stress some factors
that could affect my practice. It is quite obvious to people in the field I am a young, Asian
female. While I am curious about their experience in craft beer, they demonstrated
unexpected interest in my experiences in China and how I felt about America. It was
quite natural for them, since I met most of my informants at venues where drinking takes
place (e.g.: K&B and SPB). People there either were having a good time or expecting to
have a good time, and they quite often presented me with interesting and pleasant
conversations.
My clearly different identity as a female Chinese made initiating conversation
much easier. People can always find something to talk about with me. Some of them
were generic, as Americans would ask me the question on other occasions: “How long
have you been here?” “What do you think of America?” Or “What part of China are you
from?” Some can be specific to the topic of craft beer: “Why did you choose this topic?”
“How is beer in China?” Most of the time I focused on developing a long-term
relationship when initiating contact with participants. Other times I seized the chance to
interview people when I had the chance.
People were mostly patient with me when I needed them to spell out something,
explain some words, or repeat some sentences. They would also tell me their impressions
about me. For example, an informant was having dinner with his family and friends at
K&B. I thought that day was for the beer club but I was wrong. I saw them and went to
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say hi. They were done with dinner and were sharing some craft beer. Not only did they
share beers with me but they also told me about what they thought of me when I first
entered the beer club meeting as a researcher. Interestingly, this informant was so
impressed with me that he went back and told his wife about me. His wife told me that
time, “he told me that girl and her research project was very cool.” Another informant I
met at the same occasion described me as “a deer in headlights.”
Turning to the difficulties I encountered in the field, the most difficult one for me
was to set up appointments with my informants. Usually, people showed a lot of interest
in my research project or in talking to me, they may sign the consent form, and confirmed
that they would want to hang out soon or do a tasting together etc. However, I
encountered numerous times people called a plan off, changed times, or simply never
replied to my texts. I got anxious at first. Especially when people gave me their contact
information but never replied. Later I understood the culture better and that I had to be
more forceful sometimes in order to acquire a direct answer.
From a Sensorial Ethnography to an Ethnography of Taste
In Doing Sensory Anthropology, Pink emphasized that “the study of the senses”
“forms part of a methodology, part of an approach to understanding other people’s
experiences, values, identities and ways of life.” Further, this methodology “provides a
route to forms of knowledge and knowing not accounted for in conventional forms of
ethnography” (2009: 45). Taste in this research means the entire sensorial experience in
craft beer drinking occasions, which I developed based on Pink’s emphasis on “all the
senses” in a specific cultural situation. The concept of highlighting Taste as an integral
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component of the live experience relating to taste is, in a way, the practice of participate
tasting.
Hence, tasting together (the researcher and the participant) was the key to start a
conversation with the informants. From that point on, through the activity of tasting and
other relating events, I was able to communicate with the informants and bond with the
informants. Eventually, through my own experience and the communication, I would be
able to establish the intersubjectivity between my senses and the informants’. Thus I call
this participate tasting.
All these may as well be described as “hanging out” or “chilling out” for the
participants in the field. It is but common sense to them. To me, however, these scenes
contained rich sensorial materials: the lighting, how people sat, were they content with
the taste of their beer, what glass or what coaster they used, and what they thought about
it. Being able to quickly grasp the main taste and express them helped me to focus more
on the Taste as an integral sensorial experience. Turning back to the point that most of
the scenarios in which I conducted my fieldwork, they would consider as a causal
hangout. To a degree, the more relaxed they were, the more information I got. Although
drunkenness rarely happened among craft beer enthusiasts, sometimes a greater level of
intoxication had unexpected effects on the conversation and may lead it off track.
Sometimes it worked really well when the interview happened at my house, especially
when the participant really liked to talk about craft beer. It was closer to “hanging out” to
them and they felt more comfortable about it. Also, I was able to show them spices as it
came up with the conversation to further identify or clarify some aromas. I also was able
to direct the events as things developed well. For example, during the last interview I had,
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the informant came over and we started by drinking craft beer together. He just happened
to like the Indian Pale Ale (IPA) beer I had and started talking about it without me asking
anything. Then when he mentioned about the after taste of it being rind, I got some
tangerine peels to show him. This intensified the sensory experience for both of us. Then
as the interview went very well, we tried another beer together and just “hung out.” We
then moved on to drink more Chinese black tea, to talk about wine, to enjoy a cigar
together, and then to talk about how to cook together (he was very much into cooking). It
was a very sensual and pleasant experience for both of us and helped bring insights that
may otherwise remain undiscovered.
By deploying all the methods mentioned above, I was able to participate in
various unplanned occasions where I tasted the drink or the food with my informants,
talked with them, experienced various things with them. These events or sometimes
incidents greatly enriched my sensory experiences in the field. Besides, these activities
allowed me to spend more pleasurable time with the informants to build up rapport.
Participation in these sporadic events is especially important to my fieldwork. Fieldwork
in a craft beer culture will not be a continuous day-to-day experience. Rather, events of
craft beer are usually both sensorial (involving tasting and appreciating the craft beer)
and important to craft beer enthusiasts. Thus these events will also be critical to my
understanding of craft beer culture, especially from the perspective of taste. For instance,
at the beer festival the staff from a brewery showed me equipment where beer went
through a tube with berries in it before they pour it out. When the beer went through it to
get to the glass, it automatically went through the berries and obtained more flavor. They
invited me to look at it, smell it, and even taste it.
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The characteristics of this research meant that I would not necessarily see the
same participants every day in the field site. People have different schedules and may or
may not appear all the time in the site or at the event. Thus, I focus more on the sensorial
patterns I discovered in the field.
“Ethnographic representation is a complex craft. It involves the creation of media
through which the ethnographer seeks to lend audiences a sense of knowing as she or he
and others have. It is moreover, a strategic practice—the ethnographers’ task is often not
simply to represent, but to convince. She or he seeks to invite empathetic engagements
and in doing so to invoke a sense of intimacy and sympathy in the viewer/reader/user”
(Pink 2006:153). As stated earlier, the ethnographer is a means to experience the senses
for the reader. This thesis seeks to engage the reader’s senses in a sensorial language that
the participants used. In the meantime, I provide professional wine tasting techniques for
contrast or to emphasize the sensorial texts.
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CHAPTER IV
AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF TASTE
They say that the English cannot settle anything properly, without a dinner. I am
sure the Americans can fix nothing, without a drink. If you meet, you drink; if you
part, you drink; if you make acquaintance, you drink; if you close a bargain, you
drink; they quarrel in their drink, and they make it up with a drink. They drink,
because it is hot; they drink, because it is cold. If successful in election, they drink
and rejoice; if not, they drink and swear;— they begin to drink early in the
morning, they leave off late at night; they commence it early in life and they
continue it, until they drop down into the grave.
Marryat, Frederick 1839:45
Encountering Taste
Taste Draws Me to Craft Beer
Upon the first couple of days after I arrived in Hattiesburg, I went out with fellow
students from my department to a restaurant/bar: K&B. It was mid-August, 2013. After
spending most of my life in North China, I had great trouble in adjusting to the humid
and hot weather and the freezing indoor temperature. Sitting outside on the nice wooden
patio of the pub in the evening was a great choice for me. A blonde waitress in a black
shirt came up with a professional smile: "How are you all doing? What would you like to
start drinking?"
The usual greeting for every American was still new to me at that point. So was
most of the menu. I was lost. Reading the menu or even just to find the drinking list was
tough for me then. All my knowledge about wine and alcoholic beverage could not help
me—the massive change of culture disoriented me (although most people told me later I
looked chill and in control even when in the most confusing situation).
A girl who came with us already had a beer. The golden color of the beer was
softened by cold condensation on the glass, which gave it a warm and appealing glow.
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The appeal of this beer matched well with the lemon garnish on the glass. She told me it
was a Bluemoon and let me try it. I can still recall the scent of citrus and the lemon
wedge today. She helped me find the beer list on the menu. It was still hard for me, as
there were at least thirty different beers. It was also impossible for me to find the prices
since they were not listed. I felt I should start with a beer but I had very little information
at hand to make a choice of beer. I never really ordered beer from a list before. (The only
occasion for me to drink beer in China was to accompany friends when we did not have
other options. I usually ordered the local beer, as I knew the importance of the freshness
of a beer). I do not remember what I chose that night—I had no idea I would be writing
about beer today when I was ordering. I am sure I was more concerned about how it
would taste like and then how much it cost. Yet I still can recall a faint smell of peanuts
from that particular beer. I passed it to the girl who was drinking Bluemoon and told her
about the peanut aroma. She was a little surprised to find something similar to the scent
of nuts in beer, which she never noticed before. This event made me realize the
vocabulary of wine tasting can be translated into craft beer appreciation. It marked my
first encounter of the Taste of craft beer.
Field Setting: K&B
When I first heard that there is a microbrewery in town, I was excited. It seemed
like a new realm with some major techniques of which I was already familiar.
Fortunately I got to know the owner of K&B, Colt (pseudonym). Colt was passionate
about craft beer. He knew most of the enthusiasts and home brewers in town. Most of the
town had been to K&B, and a good percentage of them had heard of him. I was
concerned at first if he would help me. But he agreed to see me the first time I made
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contact. We met and talked at K&B. Colt helped to orient me in the field, offered much
valuable information on craft beer, and many valuable contacts. For instance, he
introduced me to a contact that worked for SPB. Many of the contacts whom were
introduced by Cold eventually became my key informants in this research.
K&B was recognized as the casual social salon, nice dine-out restaurant for
families, and “brewpub”1 of Hattiesburg. Many people love their food: different types of
hamburgers. Every time in beer club, people will order some food to go with their beer. It
was almost guaranteed that someone would order fried chicken wings in beer club
meetings. The pub atmosphere was relaxing: wooden table and chairs, casual decors, dim
light… If you go there to meet your friends, you will probably meet some other friends
there. Anyone who had been in town for a while can tell how much people love this
place.
Craft beer and K&B. K&B had a front yard and a back yard. Both of them had
nice wooden porch for those who loved outdoor. Once you walk in from the front door,
you will see an old-fashioned bar, craft beer stickers and posters everywhere, and lines of
bottles on the shelf (see Figure 3, Figure 4). There was a wall with different craft beer
tabs (see Figure 5). K&B updated their beer-drinking list very often to make room for
new craft beers.
Colt gave me a very basic understanding of craft beer in Hattiesburg: what
qualified as craft beer; how the current situation was in the United States; and how he had
been promoting it in Hattiesburg. Colt seemed very casual whenever he spent time in the
Keg, but he was the soul of this place. Colt was a big sponsor for promoting craft beer
and made the Keg “the place” for craft beer. Here, people could bring their own beers and
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share them with other people. He told me, “I’m **(his age), I’m done with average.” Colt
wanted the craft beer culture in Hattiesburg to thrive and expand, to approach the
surroundings areas and influence people’s attitude about beer.
His effort was surely recognized by the craft beer enthusiasts. They considered
K&B as “the place” in town for craft beer. They called it “Keg” as a nickname. Here I
listed some of their comments about K&B from different occasions.
“It’s the place to go for craft beer.”
“Craft beer is kind of their thing.”
“They have a really good collection (of craft beer) in town.”
“Keg is our nesting spot, basically.”
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Figure 3. An umbrella outside of K&B. Taken by the author. Date: 06/10/2015

Figure 4. Front yards of K&B.
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“The place of beer, the strongest competitors of beer place. To my knowledge they
have the largest selections of beer. They tend to help out the local breweries a lot because
it’s their culture. They enhance people’s understanding of (craft) beer. It’s the place that
people flock into, especially college students when they want to have a nice beer. That’s
the first thing people think about.”
“It’s kind of the place in town. It’s not too high that will intimidate people but also
very reputable for better products.”
There were many statements like above flowed out of conversations with
participants in the field. It seemed that there was no way to talk about craft beer in
Hattiesburg without mentioning Keg. Enthusiasts also enjoyed the food there. They
appreciated the fact they had good food to go with beer: “I like to have an IPA to go with
their black and blue burger. The beef was grass-fed and organic. There’s blue cheese in
the burger and I will ask for extra bacon to it, and sweet potato fries.” In contrast, some
enthusiasts thought more of their beer as compared to the food in K&B: “It is more
considered to be more like a special place for beer than just for food. Just like their
name—keg and barrel—appeals more to the homemade ideal.” Nonetheless, my
fieldwork confirms that people were very comfortable with the Keg. Going to Keg for
food may be optional, but for hanging out with other craft beer folks and chill out, it is
the default option.
Before Colt invested in the Southern Prohibition Brewery, K&B once brewed
some kegs on site. After SPB started brewing, K&B always has most of it on the tap.
Some people would describe the place as a pub; others consider it more of a restaurant.
As a restaurant, K&B had lots of family get together (you can see babies and toddlers
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around very often), small college students parties, and group meet-ups. As a bar, the areas
were both inside and at the back patio. The patio was all-wooden with tall big trees
around, casting shades. On a nice day, there would be plenty of people sitting outside.
The bar on the patio would be open with a couple of signature craft beer on tap and all
kinds of bottles or cans in the fridge. Some Monday nights they had standup comedies on
the patio. Other nights in the week there may be a small band. As for bigger events, the
band would be in the center stage, which was a little bit further from the patio. To
broadcast all of these events they also sponsored the University of Southern Mississippi’s
radio channel.
Entering the Field: Knowing People vs. Knowing Craft Beer
My first craft beer lesson happened in the second meeting with Colt. Now that I
looked back on the field notes from that time, I can understand more why he chose those
beers at this "Beer 101: Orientation"—they are what we call “entry level” in wine tasting.
Entry level means that they have clearly identifiable characteristics and are representative
of a relatively wide spectrum. Similarly, most craft beer enthusiasts would agree for
someone just got to know craft beer, products like Snapshot and Flat tire were reasonable
choices. Indeed, I have encountered them over and over again in my later fieldwork—that
is how they gradually become familiar to me.
The notes I took in "Beer 101" did not stick with me and become my beer
knowledge instantly. But one thing I did notice from that experience was that although
the taste of beer was different from wine, I could still express what I tasted. This means
that my knowledge on tasting and curriculum background in enology allowed me to see
the parallels of craft beer and wine.

61
I surely was fascinated by the entire craft beer culture. However it was obvious to
me that I was different from these enthusiasts: I am more interested in them while their
interests were only on beers. In other words, they confused my study sometimes with
their interest in craft beers. To me, learning about beer was important. It developed my
vocabulary of tasting regarding beer as well as helped me to communicate and connect
with the enthusiasts better. Knowing more about craft beer now, I have a rather rich
database about craft beer tasting to pull details from than when I first encountered craft
beer. Instead of trying to figure out what an IPA is I can explore the nuances in different
IPAs and what they people taste in them.
At the same time, knowing more about beer was a less urgent matter compared to
becoming engaged in the field and knowing the informants better. Therefore, in my
fieldwork, my knowledge about beer is a secondary product (yet an essential one) that
was introduced to me as I talked to people in the field more and more. Gradually, I
accumulated some beer knowledge. More and more tasting vocabulary corresponded with
beer. These in turn shaped my perspective towards craft beer and shifted how and what I
talked about with the participants in the field.
Beer 101
As a close-up of my initial experience in craft beer tasting, I want to recall the
scene when Colt gave me a flight of beer to taste. Let us start with the place. It was
around 4 o’clock in the afternoon inside K&B. I was sitting at a high bar chair next to the
wooden bar. Some lights went through the glasses. Posters, stickers, souvenirs, bottles,
and tabs of craft beer were everywhere around me.
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Colt claimed that he was not the expert in craft beer. However he did know many
home-brewers that can answer all sorts of questions regarding beer (in fact, I think he
knew half of the people in town). I believed what he knew was definitely enough to teach
me Beer 101. So he ordered a flight from the bar (see Figure 5). A flight, according to
one of my key informant Chris2, is: “a series of beers, usually in volumes of 4-6oz, for
tasting a large variety of beers without getting drunk.”

Figure 5. A flight of beer for my “Beer 101.” The one on the very left was a coffee
porter. The color of porter is usually deep brown to almost black.
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Figure 6. The wooden door. It was the entrance to the bar and dining area inside from the
front porch. There were many stickers from various craft brewers.
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Figure 7. Logo of K&B. It was on a blackboard next to the tabs, and it was drawn by
hand.
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Figure 8. Tabs of craft beer at the left side of the bar. Each one is connected to a keg of
beer. Some of the beers are always there (SPB at the very left-hand corner) while some of
them are only on tab for a little while.

Figure 9. A decorated wall inside of the bar. The poster in the middle was relating to a
local event.
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As shown in Figure 5, there were six different beers in small rock glasses (about a
quarter of the size of a normal beer glass). The flight I had consisted of 5 glasses of beer
on a round plate and a porter. The color ranged from pale golden to dark coffee. Colt
asked the bartender to show me the bottles of these beers while I was engaged in
watching the foams becoming flat in each glass. On the one hand, I did not feel the urge
to take pictures at this point for fear this may interrupt the sensory flow; on the other
hand, from then to this point, I must have heard dozens of times the names of all the
brands and the terminology for craft beer. It was as if I were learning a new language.
This feeling happened to be what I warned people who wanted to learn wine at the
beginning: for those who want to really know enough about wine, it is like learning a
language. I can teach you some basic rules just like the alphabet and then you can enjoy
what this new language can bring you. In a way, this was very similar to ethnographers’
experiences of trying to learn new languages by living with local people.
Here is some basic beer vocabulary that I took down from that tasting. Colt told
me the four ingredients for every beer: malt (wheat), hop, yeast, and water. Sometimes
brewers will make beers with other substances such as fruits, herbs or juices. Some
enthusiasts considered beers that used more than the four basic ingredients adjuncts.
Since I was trained in wine engineering, I would spontaneously compare what he said
with wine making in my mind: wheat equals grapes in wine making. Wheat provides
starch for beer whereas grapes provides sugar in wine. Yet the starch in beer must be
transferred into sugar by enzymes. Then yeasts started to consume available sugar and
generate the magical substance, alcohol. Water equals juice in wine grapes. In order to
ferment the substance to alcohol, yeast is the component that does all the magic.
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However, wine making and beer brewing use different strains of yeast. Different yeasts
produce different qualities in the product. For example, a certain strain of yeast can
increase the fruity aroma in wine. Using different yeasts helps produce the expected wine
but beer is very different. Also, the different tasting profile made what would taste good
in wine different from beer. Finally, hops are the unique ingredient to beer3. No other
beverage that I know of uses hops.
As compared to wine4 making, producing 100% grape juice, beer brewing seems
to be far more flexible. In a broader sense, people consider mead (made with honey,
beekeepers reaction to my thesis topic), cider (fermented apple juice), and a range of
other fruits can be used as ingredients or additive in a beer. Some enthusiasts favor allmalt beer. Here, you can start to see why I commented on how wine industries have more
restrictions than beer.
Tasting Craft Beer
As for the rest of this ethnography chapter, I would like to break it down into
sections that are labeled by some of the sensorial terms that stuck out in this research:
visual perceptions, aroma, bitterness, sweetness, sourness, and overall interplay.
Sometimes terms may be figuratively applicable more than physiological. I hope the
reader can keep an open mind to explore the sensorial experiences of this culture through
me, with my participants in this chapter.
Visual
Many scholars in sensory studies agreed that in the West people put tremendous
emphasis on the visual sense (Howes 2003, Herzfeld 2001). Take a look around, you can
find screens claim to be the bigger with higher and better resolution, even retina like.
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There are more and more new media involving the taking and sharing of pictures and
short videos have become an important part of people’s life: Snapchat, Instagram, Flickr,
Vimeo, and etc. The importance of visual perception in craft beer culture, however, was
not the highest rated sense. People want to drink it eventually, not just to admire the
appearance like looking at paintings. Who would only enjoy looking at different beers
instead of actually drinking them!
Nevertheless, visual was still one of the first things (aromas could be the first sign
of a beer sometimes) that got to people when they appreciate craft beer. It also could
reveal some information about the style, technique, and probable taste of a beer.
Therefore an experienced enthusiast may have expectations of a beer when he or she
focuses on the evaluation. Back when I gave lots of lectures about wine, I always said
that the appearance can tell us some information about the variety, age, the preservation
condition and so on, but it is more suggestive than definitive. Especially, when you try to
enjoy the wine, do not let the appearance become your sole expectation indicator. My
research suggested the enthusiasts share a similar idea: the appearance will be a factor
when they try to evaluate the beer more professionally or neutrally, however, when they
just want to enjoy it, it is whatever pleases the eyes. What is more important to them is
how the visual interplayed with the rest of the senses. To enthusiast, the visual
perceptions of a craft beer could serve as a picture index of the time they drank a beer. It
could be better than an actual picture: the whole sensorial experiences, especially the
taste would come with the index picture in their memory as well (the Taste)!
Wine can be made of white grape juice (without skin) or red grapes (with skin and
seed). Therefore white wine’s color ranges from pale golden to dark straw brown whereas
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red is from light purplish red to dark bluish purple with the extraction of color substance
from the skin. As for beer, the color depends on the color of the malt and the chemical
reactions throughout the brewing process. Thus it ranges from a pale golden color
(similar to white wine) to a deep dark brownish grey (no bluish hue as compare to red
wine).
As for the clarity, wines are always supposed to be clear, while for beer, some
people particularly liked unfiltered beer. For instance, I had one unfiltered wheat beer in a
flight someone got me. I remembered it very well as being the rare “foggy” (as people
described this type of clarity to me in the field). Another time, I met Chris at the bar in
Keg. He was trying a flight of a newly released brewery in Gulfport. One of those beers
was wheat beer. He singled out one beer from the rest using visual criteria when he was
describing it to me. It looked “muddy” while the rest was clear.
The screens of our devices nowadays seem to get bigger and clearer as a sign of
high quality and advanced technology. In other words, in judging devices with screens,
visual quality was paramount to us. On the contrary, the visual of craft beer may reach us
first (if we are too far from it to smell it), yet it can only provide limited information of
the beer—we can not really tell if a beer went bad from the appearance of it. It is possible
that people favor one beer over another because of the appearances, but I venture to say it
is very rare: I did not meet any in the field.
Aromas
We have a saying in Chinese: 酒香不怕巷子深 which means that when you have
good wine with great aroma, you should have no fears for living deep down in alley. This
implies how aromas can appeal to people and draw them to alcoholic beverages. In fact,
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the alcohol is an important carrier for these aromatic compounds. Without alcohol, the
aroma of them will be less strong and flavorful. As I defined at the very end of the
Introduction, the olfactory senses are important aspects of the taste too. Here I use the
term aroma to emphasize specifically on the olfactory sensation.
Although people are to “drink” the beer instead of “smell” the beer, it is still
important to point out the significance of aromatic aspects in the appreciation of craft
beer. After you drink the beer, the aroma moves from the back of the mouth to the nose.
Thus people will sense some of the aromatic features as “aftertaste.” Here I have listed
some of the smells that seemed desirable as described by people in the field:
Very Frequent: Citrus, orangey, orange peel, toasty
Frequent: Fresh, crispy fruity, earthy, creamy, herbal
Infrequent: Sour, spicy, aggressive
Citrus flavor seemed to be very popular among enthusiasts, especially when it
appeared as an aftertaste. Many people were very fond of this type of smell and thus like
the corresponding beer. Another interesting point is that people tend to use the same
terms to describe the in-mouth taste and the aroma. This shows that taste intertwined with
the aroma of craft beer, not just physiologically as we discussed in Chapter II, but also
culturally.
Sometime people got emotionally attached to the beer they love and would
describe it in a very sensual way. Ken was a 25 year-old who planned to have his own
diner sometime soon with a beer and music pub. His tone changed when he started to talk
about craft beer. It sounded like he was talking about someone he knew and had a
relationship with. From what I had seen, it would not take much for Americans to
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describe an experience as “awesome” or “wonderful.” What could genuinely show their
attachment of something varied from person to person. In the case of Ken, he loved
cooking and enjoyed food deeply. He once described to the people at the table his new
favorite beer called Ovilla as “grassy, hay, the bitterness of dark chocolaty…” When he
talked about this beer, he spoke gently and slowly. His face seemed relaxed and content
as he was in the scene he talked about.
Sometimes people used olfactory terms to describe the taste too. One time
someone described a Chafunkta 504 vanilla bean porter (a darker, creamy beer) as
“exactly like what you would expect from a vanilla bean to taste like when you smell it. It
is thick, heavy like a vanilla ice cream without the cream. Have you ever tried vanilla
chocolate? You should try it. It is like vanilla chocolate.” In fact, that speech was so
effective, he got one other person so interested that he went and got the beer after two
days of that get-together.
Next, I would like to compare the aroma of beer to wine. In wine, the aromatic
compounds are very complex and will interact with oxygen overtime. The olfactory
sensation in wine develops and then decays overtime. Wine enthusiasts thus will choose
the point of time where the wine tastes the best accordingly. As for a whole bottle of
good wine with complex nose2, the aroma changes subtly in the bottle. I like to take
sniffles of the aroma of a wine for a long time. It can reveal considerable information
about the wine: the age, the freshness, the climate, the variety, and the percentage of each
variety, and so on. In comparison, the aroma in craft beer seems to matter only at the
beginning. I have seen people swirl the glass of beer as wine folks do for the sake of
aerating the drink. For instance, port wine, just like porter (beer), is usually heavy on the
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nose and taste due to the high alcohol content. People may naturally want to further
identify the different smells and will swirl the glass. In general, the smell of wine stands
out more as an independent factor whereas for beer, the smell is more integrated into the
whole sensorial experience.
In-mouth Taste
In contrast to the general impression of common beer being “just beer,” watery,
and plain, the taste of craft beer can be broken down into a sophisticated procedure of
tasting. First of all, the drinker gets the overall sensation of the alcohol as a solution. As
the density of beverage is different, the weight/volume we feel in mouth could be
different. A good example is drinking water after drinking milk, we feel the water is
lighter and it flows much better the milk. Similarly, depending on the percentage of
alcohol in a beer, the drinker can sense difference in weight/volume in mouth.
Afterwards, the sweetness generated by alcohol appears. If the alcohol content is
too high, however, it may give the drinker a sensation of hot or burning. The best
example is when someone takes a shot and a burning sensation floods the throat. Beer
does not legally have a high alcohol content, but the slight burning in the throat
sometimes may appear in the barley wine (yes, it is a beer). We have five basic tastes that
appear on our taste buds in different stages and that last for different lengths of time. At
the same time, there is the sensation of prickling from the carbon dioxide, the dryness in
the mouth, and the aroma from the hops, wheat, and yeast that goes through the back of
one’s nose in the mouth. Afterwards, there may be some aftertaste left.
Bitterness. Hops, the keyword for beer, are the secret of beer. Many of my
informants liked to talk about hops. They told me that hops are “cousins” of marijuana. If
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you have to pick only one thing in beer that makes it so special, hop is a fair choice. It
gives the beer a special and iconic scent. Hops are also featured by its bitterness in taste.
From an evolutionary standpoint, some tasters believed bitterness was an alarming
feature for humans. It can be a sign of less nutrient food or even possibly the presence of
poisonous substances. I remember taking much bitter traditional Chinese medicine when
I was little. It was a painful experience. Not many kids like bitterness. Sometimes people
avowed that they felt better for fear of taking bitter medicine. Bitterness is present in
wine too, but it does not have the central position as it does in beer.
Our taste buds sense bitterness at the last stage among the five basic tastes but it
lingers the longest on the palate. Being able to appreciate the bitter taste is considered an
acquired taste (mentioned by multiple informants). Almost everyone mentioned the word
“acquired taste.” One of my informants went elaborate on explaining it. He pointed out
that usually when somebody was talking about an acquired taste, it meant that it took
time to develop a taste (the preference) for this taste. He gave a common example of an
acquired taste—caviar: “Caviar is something that tastes so bizarre that at first most
people hate it. They do not like it. After they try it and try it and try it, they get more used
to it. Same thing with beer for me: At first I hated it but as I tried more of it I started to
know more about it and started to appreciate it.”
Andy, a musician, had very interesting insights about the experiences of learning
to appreciate undesired senses. He compared the process of acquiring undesirable tastes
with listening to some music that was not appealing to people: “it goes for classical music
even, at first people do not like it, but as people listen to it years after years after years
they develop a taste for it and started to like it.”
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IPA: Symbolic bitter craft beer. There is one recurring theme throughout the
research that eventually caught my attention—Indian Pale Ale (the IPA). It is a style that
is known for using more hops and being very bitter. Most enthusiasts described it as
“hoppy.”
“IPA's were some of the first "extreme" beers—beers with very big, bold flavors,
and higher alcohol content,” as Charlie described to me. These characteristics helped
“define the early days of craft beer.” Even though today the market had matured “to
include beers that are more balanced and subtle, a lot of people still associate craft beer
with IPA and other intensely-flavored styles.”
One informant who worked in the brewing industry told me he liked IPA “a lot.”
It tasted like "a perfect blend [of everything]," "sometimes sweet, but not overly sweet,"
"bitter, almost savory." "There's a lot to it than, you know, just drinking water."
As stated earlier, once people overcome the instinctual fear of bitter and started to
appreciate it, then it became a good feature. Instead of being just “bitter,” now it becomes
“crispy,” “refreshing,” “clear,” and “hoppy.”
Enthusiasts mostly appreciated IPA. Below are some of the comments they gave.
“I’m a fan of Pale ale.” (Indian Pale Ale is one type of Pale Ale).
“I do like bitter beers and I like IPA a lot.”
Some were elaborate on the taste of IPA when they commented on it: “Bitter,
almost savory. There’s a lot to it than, you know, just drinking water.”
One time I was with a group of people chilling out at K&B, two of them happened
to be craft beer enthusiasts. As I brought up the topic of craft beer, then the conversation
floated to IPA. One person said, “At first I hated IPA, it’s like your first cup of coffee.
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The other one immediately agreed, “Same here,” swaying his hand at the same time, and
then stressed, “Hated it.”
Charlie, a 29-year-old who was very into craft beer and good food, wrote columns
for some local media. He gave me a very elaborate explanation of the IPA in an email
when I consulted him on this finding. Noted that the taste of IPA was “acquired,” he
pointed out that IPAs were very “polarizing.” Once people adapted to the taste of IPA,
they sought after different varieties of IPAs due to the popularity of IPA beer at present:
“Some of the most sought-after and celebrated craft beers are IPA's and Double IPA's.”
On the other hand, due to the prevalence of IPA in the States, some “casual beer
drinkers” may “shy away” from them: “In my experience, people who don't like IPA's are
either new to craft beer, or they're somewhat contrarian. They don't like IPA's because it's
cool to like IPA's.”
Despite that IPA had the central stage at this time, “some folks just prefer maltier
beers.” Charlie said in his email, “But the fact that there are people out there that dislike
IPA's because they're popular leads me to believe that the style is a vanguard for the
entire craft beer movement.”
Sweetness. On the very opposite end of bitterness, sweetness suggests energy and
edibility of food. Kids usually can not resist the temptation of candies for this reason
while it is really hard to get them to drink or eat anything bitter. Sweetness is also the
first thing we sense physiologically. In a way, we all have the predisposition to seek
sweetness. Not to mention the craze for sweetness in the South (surprisingly, the South of
China has a similar affinity for sweet food). One time I had brunch with a Britain in New
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Orleans, he found it so strange that the bread he ordered was covered in almost half a cup
of sugar power.
There is not much sugar left in beer when you drink it, however, do not forget that
alcohol actually tastes sweet by itself. Although there is not much sugar in the main
ingredients, grain, the process before fermentation helps to transfer starch in the grains
into sugar. Then the yeast can start the magic—fermentation: turning sugar into ethanol
and carbon dioxide. Ethanol is the main chemical compound of alcohol that is
responsible for all the psychoactive effects when someone drinks the beer. There is no
doubt that this alcohol effect of craft beer is a big boost for lots of people. In fact, without
alcohol, we can not call it “craft beer.”
Although there were negative impressions associated with drinking, which drew
from cultural and religious portrayals of alcohol, people still felt drinking was “the thing
to do” in a casual social gathering occasion or even in some formal occasions. Under
these circumstances, many participants I talked to found their way to craft beers. To
them, the negative images associated with domestic beer, not the craft beer: the only
reason people would drink regular beer was that they were the cheapest beverages to keep
one drinking for an extended period of time to get drunk.
Or why else would people drink something that “Tastes like water.” Or, “Watered
down beer.” Here are some keywords they mentioned when they were talking about the
“domestic beer”: flat, very blunt, and plain.
Clearly, the taste then associated with feelings (or what kind of people drink
regular beer):
“It’s a red-neck’s drink.”
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“It made me feel pathetic, just like we put ketchup on everything. It’s the closest
thing you can get to water that is still called a beer.” Or simply, “terrible, and I never
want it again, ever.”
In contrast, to sum up why craft beer was a better alternative in occasions that
evoked drinking, they would simply say, “it tastes better.” Still, there were negativities
associated with craft beer as “something can get one drunk,” but undoubtedly, craft beer
had a preferable taste. Eventually that positive impression was all that mattered. This
time, the comments became “fucking delicious.” “I love craft beer. The flavors and the
tastes.”
Many considered that craft beer was “heavy” on the palate and the stomach. By
this, they meant that one couldn’t drink craft beer like college kids playing beer-pong:
down a bottle in one shot. Instead, people like to drink it over a longer period of time.
“It’s like a dessert.”
“I like to savor and enjoy, not to get drunk.”
People also were less likely to get really drunk if they were drinking craft beer. A
twenty something girl was a big fan of nutty and fruity craft beer; she stated that she “acts
better” when she drinks craft beer.
A 24-year-old bartender was very familiar with all types of alcoholic beverages.
He told me that when he drank beer, “it is more of a social interaction, like going out with
friends, more casual and relaxing to me. When I want to talk to somebody and be more
social. ”
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Daisy, a 25-year-old lady worked in the brewing industry. She told me this when
we first met: “We work a little, drink a little, [and] chill a little. We work a little more,
drink a little more, chill a little more.”
The social enhancing aspect that comes with craft beer is part of the sweetness. In
the aroma section I mentioned people started to drink craft beer because of family or
friends. Hence I have also categorized the social benefits of craft beer into the “sweet
section” of this chapter.
There is sweetness in the IPA as well. At least three participants mentioned to their
friends during my fieldwork how IPA came about.

- “Do you remember when you really started to like craft beer?”
- “When I realized how special craft beer was. It was like a small sip rubs at the
back of your tongue.”
Another interesting parallel is the age and the desire for the alcohol effect. Just as
kids usually can not resist the temptation of sugar in candies, younger people were way
more into the alcohol effect than older people. I saw much more self-discipline in
relatively older people’s drinking than in younger people. It indicated how much they
valued the taste than the alcoholic effect.
Many people mentioned the sense of community they felt through local beer. They
noted that they were emotionally more involved and invested with the local brewery, and
they also felt that they could contribute to the community as well. Beer drinking was not
an isolated act, but was communicative and socially charged. One informant said, “I like
that I can really meet the beer people, shake hands (acted it out) with the brewers to show
appreciation in person. It feels like a mutually positive thing.”
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Sourness. I think cider is a great type of craft beer, although technically it is made
of apples instead of grains. Many beer pubs provide it, sometimes on tap. Many people
love it just like I do. It may fall to the opposite side of an IPA, it is fresh, crispy, sweet,
and sour, no indication of bitterness. There were many interesting conversations over this
topic.
My conversation with a home-brewer:
Me: I have a question. Is cider craft beer?
Jay: Fuck no
Some people were more open to cider as a type of craft beer, as long as it tasted
good. I knew cider tasted sweet and sour. To me, the apple aroma was not that important.
It was the balance of cider that mattered more. Moreover, it was very similar to wine.
However, I was not actively seeking for prominent variance in cider. For example, I did
not expect a tasting note for cider would be this elaborate: “Depending on the apple you
use, it changes the taste completely. You can have a cider like cool-aid. Snake bite, half
pint of cider, half pint of Guinness, and drop a shot of Jameson. Alcoholic chocolate
milk. Similar to Irish Car bomb.” That description stimulated my curiosity to try this
cider.
Women tended to like cider. Maybe not all women were like that. One time when
we were hanging out, a girl mentioned she liked Moscato (a type of grape that is popular
in Italy) wine. I thought about the general taste and asked if she liked cider. She
immediately said yes. Some women were certain that they would not drink cider. Charlie
once made the comments that some people were more sensitive to bitterness than others.
Thus they may have a hard time to like bitter beers. In this regard, I recalled one physical
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anthropology class: the professor gave each of us in the class a small test to see if we
were super-tasters. Each of us put a piece of paper in our mouth and told her what we
tasted. Most of the students in class did not taste anything, but me and another girl found
it “obliviously bitter.” I read in different articles that some people believe women have a
better sense of taste than men. I suppose maybe there were higher percentage of women
who were sensitive to bitterness than men. That may be the reason that “women tend to
like cider.”
Excepted from cider as a beer with sourness, sour beer was another type of beer
labeled as being sour. Sour beer was relatively rare but people had brought several
different sour beers to the beer club. There was one time someone brought a clean-taste
sour beer. My tasting notes and an enthusiast’s comment are as follows.
One enthusiast (to some one sitting in the next chair): “It smells magical.” [After a
few minutes] “This sour beer is really nice—fruity, tangy. It’s a wild ferment! I really
like it!”
(My notes on the beer: The refreshing sourness is very distinct.)
Enthusiast: “Malty. Smoky”
(Me: Toasty)
As the reader can see, the specific words are different, but there is a general
“objectivity” that we all knew this beer was different. The tasting vocabulary is slightly
different but consistent. Throughout my fieldwork, we were able to communicate using
this language. On the other hand, by paralleling the two, we can see one’s personal
preference.
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Serving Beer. After several aimless attempts, I managed to talk to the planner and
signed on a sheet of paper. Then I got a T-Shirt and a purple bracelet. I was told that
pizzas would be provided for us. J gathered all the volunteers and assigned us to different
booths. I preferred to stay outside and thus I got the table of Magic Hat. I found a supply
of coke drinks and returned to my table, put the shirt on, and studied the information on
the board for the four beers in my lot.
There was a 4*6 in the green iced container. I could see the train track from where
I was. It was cloudy to start with but then got some sun. I had my sunglass with me all the
time. I “stole” a chair, as I could not stand the whole time.
At around 2:30, the big crowd came and I was very busy opening different beers
they pointed at, pouring for them, and also answering their questions to the best of my
knowledge. Many told me they found this beer in some gas station and really like it.
Some people wanted to try their favorite flavor, even a couple of times; some people
wanted to try new ones that they never had before. Nonetheless, they seemed to have a
great time. I learned a lot from the event.
Southern Prohibition Brewery
According to the article “SPB makes Hattiesburg Home” in a column on the Hub
City Life website, SPB began by “producing homebrew-scale batches of beer” “from
deep within the bowels of” Keg and Barrel. An article on a website that promotes quality
life style spoke highly of the position of SPB in the Hattiesburg craft beer culture. The
author commented, “The folks at Southern Prohibition” “define what it means to be a
21st century business in Mississippi.” “They make forward-thinking beers that are equal
parts creative and accessible.” As stated in the article, SPB “occup[ies] crucial real estate
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in Hattiesburg’s revitalized downtown. They’ve helped change laws in the state and
opinions around town about who craft beer is for (the answer: everyone with a mouth).”
Southern Prohibition Brewery established on April of 2013 in downtown
Hattiesburg. SPB stated on their website that they have two simple goals: “brew great

beer and help make Mississippi a great place to live.” Many people in town would
agree they had been working toward these goals. Following the last quote of previous
paragraph, “And they’re doing all this while staying true to their roots and building a
community up. In an era where craft breweries have more access to more markets than
ever before, SoPro butters its bread where it brews its beer—in Hattiesburg.”
SPB had beer tours every week. It was on every Friday at 4:00. I had been there
many times as a volunteer. People who wanted to join the tour would pay for the tickets
($8/person). A person then would get 5 tokens. With these five tokens they could choose
five out of six beers on tap that day. Sometimes visitors who came late would have fewer
options of beers since some beer run out fairly fast. In front of the tap, there were two
tables. On top of each table, there were two jars for chips and one jar for tips. Sometimes
people felt like being generous after they had an enjoyable tour. They bought souvenirs
from the brewery (glasses, shirts, and stickers). Once someone used a twenty-dollar-bill
to buy a $5 glass and left the change as a tip for the staff. Some people liked just one kind
of beer and requested the same beer every time.
I would help with the tickets, giving out the tokens and glasses, pouring the beer,
and rinsing it out when necessary (if a visitor switches from a dark beer to a lighter one).
I can count on how often one person requested the same beer and found out they really
liked that one. I got to hang out with people in between serving beers. Each time the
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brewery had different crowds. For the times I was there, they had about 30-50 visitors
each time. The lobby area seemed a little small for this size of a crowd but people
genuinely enjoyed the ambience and the experience. Many of them were from
neighboring cities.
Many people mentioned that they loved hanging out there. The scent of beer
combined with the scene of brewing tanks in a factory was valuable experience to them.
People from other cities may choose to come to SPB brewery tour as well. For those who
lived in Hattiesburg and loved craft beer, the brewery tour was their get-together with
people worked in the brewery: “I love the tour there. To meet the people. Feel like having
a connection with them.”
The Best of Craft Beer: Interplay of the Senses
When asked about the best experience about craft beer or favorite craft beer,
people would stop and think. Most of the time they gave me a scenario that every sense
was great in their memory. One thing I know for sure is that people don not need the best
craft beer to enjoy it. As Charlie told me in his email:
I’ve had a lot of memorable beers. Some of them were memorable because
not only was the beer excellent, but the circumstances were special, too.
Ones that come to mind are a Ballast Point Sculpin IPA, on cask, at the
Tornado in San Francisco; a bottle of Deschutes The Abyss, which I drank
with Butch Bailey the first time I hung out with him; and a bottle of
Russian River Pliny the Elder, bottled eleven days before I drank it, that a
friend of mine brought back from California with him.
Another informant was quite fond of 2014 IPA from SPB. It was a seasonal beer,
which means I did not get to taste it when I heard his comment. He stressed on some
keywords such as “all time favorite,” “love,” and “really good. He further described it as
the best IPA he had: "as far as the IPA goes, to me it's absolutely the best representation
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of what an IPA beer supposed to be like." It tasted "really bright, kind of citrusy flavor,
takes over your nose, crispy hoops and a little bit of yeasty maltiness. Crisp and slightly
bitter. You can drink them in the winter, or you can drink them in the spring or the
summer. They are good all year round to me."
Clearly, the taste of a good craft beer stayed vivid in an enthusiast’s memory.
Further, from quotes above, we can see that around the center—the taste of craft beer,
other sensorial experiences contributed to the Taste of this craft beer.
Inconveniences Regarding Craft Beer in Mississippi
Figuratively, bitterness stands for undesired flavor or hardship in China (e.g.,
Chinese proverbs use bitterness to refer to difficulties or tragedies in life). Americans,
especially in the South, tend to stay very positive. Very rarely did I hear negative
comments on things—I can not imagine a scenario where a guest tells the hostess the
sauce is a little too bitter than he or she would like. Thus, it seems proper to address some
discontent comments regarding craft beer culture that I collect in the “bitterness” section.
The first and foremost issue was how restricted the regulation is in the state of
Mississippi. Lamar is a dry county, but Forrest is not. Consequently people have to drive
to the town line—where many liquor stores are—to buy beer and then come back to their
house to drink. No alcohol is sold on Sunday mornings. A store can not sell both wine
and beer—those are two different types of license. What caused the most trouble is that
because the legal alcohol content for beer is still relatively low in Mississippi, we do not
have access to many great craft beers in Hattiesburg.
Hattiesburg enthusiasts’ passion and exploration for craft beer do not remain
confined to the craft beer availability in Hattiesburg or Mississippi. The regulation on
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alcohol content can be troublesome but there are ways to get around it. Southern
Prohibition started a barley wine (it is a type of beer that was stored in liquor barrels for a
while). The law in Mississippi allowed them to brew it but the alcohol content was too
high to sell in Hattiesburg. For this reason, on the day they released the beer, SPB
organized a releasing bus trip to New Orleans for all the enthusiasts from Hattiesburg to
try it. Due to its strict restrictions on beer purchases in Mississippi, other states can
provide a much bigger selection than Hattiesburg. Some craft brewers would only sell
their beer in certain states. Thus the Hattiesburg beer club encourages members to bring
beers that were not available in Hattiesburg to bring in diversity.
Another bitter matter that a craft beer promoter may encounter was the negative
image imprinted with some people. But it was not unchangeable. My husband, Zack,
grew up with a very restricted Christian family one hour away from Hattiesburg. His
family never appreciated beer and associated all images of alcoholic beverage with
abusive behavior. After he knew about my expertise with wine and tasting, he accepted
the artistic aspect of wine. However, in regard to beer, I never succeeded in persuading
him to accept the fact that craft beer was appreciated just like wine. One night we were
hanging out with a friend of his, a craft beer enthusiast. When he started to describe two
beers that he was attracted to recently, I was very impressed about how vivid and
evocative he was in describing the taste of those beers. Apparently it got Zack’s interest.
He insisted on trying it the very next day. His sudden shift of attitude towards beer
surprised me. I never got him that determined into trying anything in terms of beer. This
incident also made me realize how attached emotionally one can become with craft beer,
which can shape the sensorial experience and communication. Emotions in
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communication with one another can very powerfully draw people into the craft beer
culture.
Notes:
1. The word “brewpub” is used loosely here. K&B did not brew beer on site.
2. The information was acquired through text message.
3. Although some breweries chose to use herbs or other substance instead of hops, most
of beers discussed in this thesis used hops. Here I did not include discussion for beers
that did not use hops.
4. The term wine is confusing in English. However, in Chinese it meant specifically
“alcohol from grape.” Correspondingly, viticulture and enology specifically mean
wine that is made from 100% grape juice. In this thesis, the term wine is used strictly
to alcoholic beverages that were fermented through 100% fresh grape juice.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
Taste and Craft beer Culture
Chapter IV delineated many characteristics in the taste of craft beer. By centering
the ethnography on taste, it is not hard for the reader to recognize the relevant evidence
that answers this question in the affirmative, and to appreciate the role of taste in the craft
beer culture in Hattiesburg. Besides attempting to revive the taste in the field, I also
recorded the scenarios in a fashion that can provide information about other sensorial
experiences relating to taste (the Taste). In so doing, I avoided forcing people to come up
with reasons or motives on preferring craft beer.
Indeed, as Heath stressed, it is difficult for researchers to get the “truth” of why
people drink: “the study of drinking often puts the investigator in a situation where
reasons are expected or even demanded, and a broad range of theories have been
proposed” (2000: 165). To participants the process of developing an affinity for craft beer
happened “naturally.” They were not focusing on when, how, and exactly why they
became attached to craft beer. Hence, I did not pass out surveys to participants and
compel them to select the motivating factor to drink craft beer. Nor did I press the
research question directly on them. Rather, I strove to excavate people’s perceptions of
taste in craft beer, how they communicated about them in a spontaneous situation, and
how they evaluated the relationship of taste and culture.
As I have stressed throughout this thesis, taste in this culture is not a static subject
waiting to be analyzed. Instead, it is a dynamic and integral factor of the entire culture.
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With that in mind, to answer the research question, I would like to review some important
findings and results from both the literature and the ethnography.
More than “Just” Beer
Heath pointed out that “beer culture” is a way of classifying the large populations
who drinks alcoholic beverage by the type of beverage. As he stressed, there were
patterns shared in beer culture but this by no means “imply uniformity in drinking
patterns, nor do they exclude regional variants” (2000:92). Indeed, craft beer is
essentially a type of beer. Nonetheless, all craft beer enthusiasts I interviewed in
Hattiesburg identified with craft beer culture in contrast with regular beer. In other words,
among craft beer enthusiasts in Hattiesburg there were some highly identical
characteristics that make craft beer atypical. Below is a list of emergent characteristics:
1.

Almost all craft beer enthusiasts mentioned characteristics of craft beer in
contrast with regular beer: taste better, higher alcoholic level, and more
expensive.

2.

Those who had been drinking beer before/while drinking craft beer, refer to the
taste of regular beer as “watery,” “bland,” or “plain.” On the contrary, they gave
vivid descriptions of different craft beers they liked.

3.

When it comes to the effect of alcohol, surprisingly, people talked more about
how it changed the taste (volume) and intensified the aroma of certain beer. To
this end, they appreciated the taste much more than just the alcoholic as
psychoactive substance. As one participant put it, “If I want to get drunk, I will
drink liquor.”
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4.

According to those who start their drinking with craft beer, the taste of hops is
an off-taste to new drinkers. They reported the impression of regular beer as
simply “bitter” and they have no desire to drink it. In social occasions conducive
for drinking, some of them preferred liquors (with or without soda).

5.

However, with respect to the taste of hops in craft beers, the same group of
people reported that they grew to like it. For example, one informant mentioned
several times that he was not sensitive to taste. He did not like beer when he first
tried. But once he tried a craft beer he liked it, he started to drink stout and grew
to like IPA. He said it tasted more complicated than just bitter.
From the evidence above, we can see that it is taste of craft beer that sets it apart

from other beer. Regardless of individual preference in taste, enthusiasts were able to tell
the difference between craft beer and ordinary beer. This indicates strongly that taste is
what draws them to this culture. Especially when the predisposition of people (with or
without first-hand experience) is rejecting the bitterness of beer and therefore the
rejection of beer in general, they established a different view of craft beer through the
taste.
Heath noted “there appears to be little reason to doubt most drinkers when they
say that they enjoy the taste of what they drink. This can range from subtle nuanced
layers of flavor that complement each other in intricate ways and that tasters love to
discuss at length, to a straight forward hearty appreciation of a familiar and distinctive
taste that no one ever tries to analyze” (2000:168). In fact, without “tasting the craft beer”
there will be no culture centered on craft beer. Then consumption of craft beer equated
“drinking” craft beer. By drinking craft beer, inevitably one will experience the taste of it.
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Taste and culture identity. Therefore, taste was paramount to the experience of
drinking craft beer. Moreover, Taste of craft beer, which encapsulates all the relevant
sensorial experiences, are correspondingly central to craft beer drinking experiences. The
two examples of “best craft beer” mentioned in last chapter delineated that people not
only remembered the Taste of craft beer, they also valued the good Taste of craft beer in
their memories. When asked about the “best craft beer,” the thought of a good taste
triggered the sensorial memory of Taste.
In this sense, the contrast of craft beer and “other beer” were established through
taste and reinforced through Taste. The Taste of craft beer—the whole sensorial
experience centered on craft beer—then became a preferred experience as compared to
other beer drinking processes. In other words, craft beer enthusiasts have thus acquired
the disposition for the Taste of craft beer. It is no longer a mere experience; it has been
naturalized as a predisposition for this group of people and thus created their distinct
culture identity. Bourdieu mainly discussed how predisposition made distinction among
different classes. In this case, the distinction between craft beer and other beer was
created first through the taste of craft beer and then reinforced through Taste. In this way,
craft beer culture became distinct through the taste of craft beer.
Now that I have confirmed that taste is a major factor to craft beer culture, I turn
next to evaluating taste from some specific aspects.
Breaking away from the Regular Beer Stereotype
Many informants mentioned their initial resistance and doubt in craft beer only
because they considered it to be no different than a regular beer. Particularly most people
did not like the taste of beer, in general, and therefore considered all beers tasted bitter.
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They had no desire to try the beer at this point. According to the omnivore dilemma, they
consciously rejected the taste of beer to avoid unpleasant consequences.
At this point, in order to draw the interest of this group of people, craft beer has to
break this stereotype of beer and establish a new identity for craft beer. The only way to
alter this presumption is to have someone “taste” a craft beer. When this group of people
realized that the Taste could be pleasant or even likable, the new identity of craft beer is
thus established.
Therefore, the taste of craft beer is an imperative parameter to differentiate it from
regular beer. It has to be powerful enough, and pleasant enough to defy one’s stereotype
to make one “convert” their belief. On a subconscious level, similarly, the taste is so
delightful that it overrides the neophobia. Through experiencing a good taste, one then
truly becomes an enthusiast.
Reinforcing the taste of craft beer. Once one has become a craft beer enthusiast,
he or she now may choose to drink craft beer in various situations. For instance, in a
casual get-together scenario at a pub/restaurant like K&B, where craft beer is available in
a reasonable price range, they tend to choose craft beer. If, however, an enthusiast finds a
new tasty craft beer in this occasion, then the message “craft beer tastes good” is
reinforced.
Once the initial stage of “converting” to a craft beer enthusiast is completed,
drinkers become adventurous in trying new craft beers. There are numerous means to find
new beer and add them to the wish list. For example, K&B introduces its new seasonal
beer on tap from time to time. They changed their beer list once while I was in the field.
They changed the local craft beer icon to green to encourage people to “drink local.”
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There are also websites such as Beer Advocate that provide overall ratings and tasting
notes from other beer enthusiast. As one goes through these events, the fact that “craft
beer tastes better” is reinforced. Conversely, so is the negation of other beer (see the
comments on regular beer in Chapter IV).
Accordingly, in the process of adapting and reinforcing the idea that craft beer
tastes better than other beer, one become more and more familiar to the taste of craft beer
and the uniqueness of craft beer. Following Bourdieu (1984:56), the preference of craft
beer is now practically affirmed through these differences. In contrast, the taste of craft
beer is legitimated while the regular beer’s tastes were refused (1984:56). In the matter of
predisposition, Bourdieu pointed out, “more than anywhere else, all determination is
negation” (1984:56). In other words, if there were no negativities associated with regular
beer, there would be no uniqueness and favor in craft beer. Thus, the cultural identity of
craft beer enthusiasts as a group is strengthened.
Diversity
Perhaps one of the reasons that it is difficult to generalize the taste of craft beer is
due to the diversity of the product. There are quite devoted enthusiasts who have
recorded hundreds of craft beers on their craft beer apps, and who give points to every
single one of them. Most of the time, the majority of craft beer enthusiasts are just
enjoying the taste of their beer. They are not necessarily concerned about ranking the
beer and about picking their favorite; rather, they love the surprises that they may
encounter by randomizing their choices. Friends, bartenders, or craft beer websites can all
be informative sources for them to discover a new Taste of a new beer.
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Liking of certain beers can be very extreme. One time in a craft beer club meeting,
someone brought a chilly pepper beer. While most of the participants could not swallow
it, one gentleman and me really enjoyed it. He reacted rather enthusiastically: bursting
into a loud exclamation. The diversity of craft beer culture also makes it more tolerant of
different opinions and open to new adventures.
Symbolic Aroma
Chapter IV manifested that aroma was closely related taste as well as the
evaluation of a craft beer. For example, informants expressed this point through their
comments: “Taste and aroma are what tend to separate great beers from good beers, for
me.” Another informant commented that all senses worked together to make a
memorable beer, "It all works together, but taste/aroma is what causes a beer to stand out
as exceptional.”
In a more abstract way, aromas can be a symbolic feature that reaches to people as
a forefront of taste to draw people to the craft beer culture. Think about the description
that draws people to a certain beer: the poster, the commercial, and other people’s
sensorial descriptions of it. The symbolic “aroma” reaches us in the form of visual,
verbal, and auditoria but they can all be transformed to taste in our imagination. Similar
to the actual aroma, you can have a sense of what to expect, but you have not actually
tasted it yet. When you do get to try the beer, the reality confirms, complements, or
debunks your imagination and expectation.
One notable means of this symbolic aroma was the Internet. Many enthusiasts told
me that they searched for beers on the Internet. Some just went for whatever appears
when they typed “craft beer” in the search bar and choose some beers that they would
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like to try according to the description. Some rated beer on the “Beer Advocate” website
and browsed other people’s rating to select what they want to taste. My informants
consider the Beer Advocate to be a credible beer rating website.
The influence of friends’ or family’s enthusiasm can also be considered as a
symbolic aroma. Similar to the process of commercials and online ratings: they vouch for
a beer by describing what they tasted. If it interests you, you may be drawn by the
description. The difference is the level of credibility and likeness in tasting preference.
You know your friends and family members better and you can interpret what they
described better to your sensorial imaginations. However, they may not share the same
tasting preference as you do.
Nonetheless, many people mentioned that family members or friends offered them
the first beer they tasted. In this sense, getting comfortable with seeing or knowing
someone you know enjoying craft beer can be the symbolic aroma. Eventually, they
become interested in the differences in the taste of craft beer and tried it. As compared to
regular beer drinkers who were driven into drinking beer because they felt drinking it
“was the thing to do” when getting together with friends or family. Some become
enthusiasts after shifting from regular beer to craft beer. They were first drawn by the
symbolic aroma. Others were just not content with the taste of ordinary beer. As soon as
they got to try a craft beer they liked, the process of actively seeking began. They would
frequently drink craft beer in social occasions. Many enthusiasts loved to let others share
the taste. They always asked their friends or family to “Taste it!”
The brewery tour was also a very effective way of “spreading the aromas” of craft
beer to more people. Many informants mentioned that they had been to the ABITA
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brewery. Some of them come simply for the site viewing or something fun to do. “It was
free and you got to drink different beers.” Once they had a taste of it, they really enjoyed
it.
Sharing Taste
Crowther considered commensality as “the act of sharing food with other people,
and it is an expression of ongoing social relationships performed in accordance with
cultural rules of eating etiquettes” (2013:158). In craft beer culture, there are many
different occasions advocated for commensality. In each occasion, people may choose
different beer to share the taste according to their mood, the event, or their social distance
with the group (or someone). For example, when asked about with whom and on what
occasion one would drink a special craft beer, one informant stated that there could be
many occasions that he might consider opening a special beer. However, “usually I dig
into my collection of beers in order to have something nice to contribute to a bottle
share.” On occasions when his friends would also brought beers to share, he would try to
choose his “contribution based on their tastes, what they may be bringing, whether
they've tried a beer before, etc. It's the same as bringing a dish to a potluck, really.”
Sharing craft beer that one carefully chose could also be a thoughtful gift,
“Sometimes I'll bring a beer from the cellar as a gift when I'm visiting friends that are
into beer or in the beer industry. More often than not, they choose to open it then and
share it with me, but not always.” In this case, the person who gave the beer considered
the taste of the gift deserved trying and thus shared it in the form of gift-giving. The
receiver of this gift may also decide to literally share the taste of beer. In the former case,
the two had similar taste of this beer, but different Taste. The specific experiences can
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vary greatly. In the latter case, however, the two would share the same Taste and more
likely to have similar opinion for this beer.
People may also consider if it is a good time for the beer to taste best: “Some beers
are built for extended (10+yrs) aging, but beers like imperial stouts and barley wines
under 10%ABV usually reach their peak in 2-5 years. So unless we're talking about an
English old ale, Belgian quad or gueuze, I occasionally grab a beer from the cellar just
because it's time to drink it.”
Similar to the consideration a wine connoisseur would have, a craft beer enthusiast
would think about to what extent people in an occasion would appreciate the taste of an
excellent craft beer. As Charlie put it, “I usually reserve beer like that for birthdays,
cookouts, or other occasions in which I have friends over that are into beer. I'm not
typically going to share the "good stuff" with people that don't care much about craft
beer. I save the best stuff for the people that are really into craft beer.”
Here we can see that sharing a craft beer is an act of reinforcing a relationship as
well as a distinction of culture identity among beer drinkers. According to Bourdieu’s
theory, drinking beer or an entry level of craft beer may be the necessity of an occasion;
conversely, a special craft beer is a luxury (1984). This distinction signifies different
cultural identities between craft beer enthusiasts and the others.
People do remember some special craft beers they encounter. But most of the time,
it is not just the taste of a single craft beer that they remember but the Taste associated
with a particular craft beer. The Taste includes their having had a wonderful day with
their family in a nice restaurant, paired with a great meal, or they had someone who also
appreciated craft beer to share it together with the rest of the context. Here, we can refer
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back to Howes’ emphasis on the interplay of senses. The Taste, indeed, is entangled with
multiple senses.
The Price of Better Taste
Every enthusiast is aware that craft beer costs more than normal beer. However, all
of them were willing to pay the extra price for a better taste. On a basic level, they
believed the better taste, the diversity, and the higher alcohol content worth more. In fact,
many of them disliked the taste of regular beer. The contrast in prices reinforced the idea
that craft beer stands out as “different.” Some enthusiasts knew the local brewery or
brewer, and they were happy to pay more to support them. To them, the taste of craft beer
also carried the dedication, passion, and personality of the brewer. As one enthusiast put
it, “There is more to it than just a beer.” Therefore, by paying more for craft beer, the
presumption that “craft beer tastes better” is reinforced.
What is Craft Beer?
When I asked Charlie what he would consider craft beer to be, he said that the idea
of craft beer was disputed. If he had to give a definition he would say a beer from an
independent, small craft brewery, made from traditional ingredients, and using traditional
methods. Indeed, to find a definite agreement among craft beer enthusiasts is impossible.
Some of them are perfectly happy without having that definition. They never looked it up
or tried to define it. Others may have sought professional opinions to start with but then
as they found their path to their pleasure with craft beer, they stopped caring about the
definition.
Even though they may disagree about whether Samuel Adams is still a craft beer
today since it has grown so big, one thing they surely would agree on is that Budweiser,
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Miller, and Coors are not craft beer whatsoever. Some may, however, consider some
beers owned by a mass production brewery (such as those three mentioned above), yet
brewed by traditional methods to be craft beers. Others will hold on to the idea that the
small production or independency is an essential trait for a beer to qualify as “craft.” In
short, craft beer enthusiasts in this thesis vary in how they define craft beer, and in how
involved they are in the culture. But one thing they all have in common is that craft beer
tastes better to them than commercial beers.
Conclusion
This research is an explorative attempt to further substantiate the anthropology of
the senses. It is a beginning, from which I hope there will be more attention from other
researchers toward “the anthropology of taste.” The purpose of the last section is to
reflect on some limitations in this research and to make some suggestions for further
investigation.
The Anthropology of Taste
Substantiating Participate Tasting. Lalonde put forward the term “the
anthropology of taste,” yet he never defined it (1992). As I stressed earlier, the
anthropology of taste is a specific direction in sensorial anthropology. However, instead
of a general emphasis on senses, the anthropology of taste particularly concentrates on
the experiences regarding taste. In other words, the anthropology of taste examines a
culture mainly by looking through sensorial experiences concerning the complexity of
taste. As opposed to evaluating senses as a set of interrelated yet independent variables,
the anthropology of taste assesses taste and other sensorial experiences that are associated
with taste.
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Obviously, not all cultures are meant to be studied this way. The anthropology of
taste works better on topics such as food or drink where taste is the major activity.
Participate tasting. I introduced this method in Chapter II. However, in this
explorative study, I uncovered many directions that deserve further attention and
investigation. To start with, in future investigations, it will be very helpful to give an
elaborate description of how the researcher went through different phases to eventually
develop the necessary tasting skill and vocabulary for the sake of verbalizing taste
experiences and communicating with participants. This type of description can assist the
orientation of the reader to taste. Besides, this also makes it easier for the reader to
connect with the researcher’s bodily experiences and to deepen their understanding
simultaneously.
In addition, it will also benefit the reader if the researcher can establish a standard
in terms of how he or she evaluated the taste in favorable circumstances. Equipped with
adequate skills in tasting, the ethnographer should give details about how to manage a set
standard. For example, one can go through a large number of different samples, compile
tasting notes, and then adapt a consistent system and vocabulary according to this
database.
The Drinker vs. the Drink
People in the field sometimes confused my interest in craft beer culture with craft
beer as product. In that case, participants would prefer to talk about issues concerning
craft beer in general instead of their personal experience of taste. The researcher needs to
be aware of this divergence and carefully guide it when the flow changes.
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It can also be hard to tell sometimes how much a researcher needs to know about
the product. Fanatics will be very enthusiastic about their product. Should an
ethnographer dig into all relevant details about craft beer? If not, how much information
about the product is considered appropriate but also substantial? Practically, when the
ethnographer acquires some information through hard work, it is difficult to give it up.
Besides, in a collaborate ethnography when the participant become completely aware that
the ethnographer was in fact more interested in people than the product, they may lose
interest because their interests are about beer.
Other considerations. The ethnographer’s taste is inevitably biased and limited.
Thus it is imperative to address these limitations. In my case, as I conducted this
ethnography, I benefited from my tasting experiences. At the same time, I was biased and
limited by them. Besides, the fact that I am a foreign graduate student probably is
conducive to a good start in the field since people were curious about me and usually
patient to spend more time talking to me. On the other hand, the politeness and interest of
participants also led to a different type of interaction as compared to other Americans.
Above all, my way of perceiving relationships and sensing social cues is clearly not
typical American style. Thus, the flow of research may be very different if I were to be
another person.
For future research, I suggest more fieldwork in this direction. The more works
we accumulate, the better we know how to work in this field. There are many different
topics that need our exploration. For instance, a closer study among different subgroups:
women craft beer clubs; underage craft beer drinking (which presents its own
methodological problems starting with IRB approval); social media in craft beer culture;
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craft beer culture in different cities, etc. I believe there are numerous prosperous
directions in the anthropology of taste that will yield interesting findings and enrich our
understanding of people and their culture.
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